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My pagan soul is greatly comforted by this place,” 
Beisho Fie announced to Rutaluka as they descended the 
steep, winding thoroughfares of Joom to the harbour. “It 
may not be entirely godless - I’m sure there’s some dupe 
on his knees somewhere in the vicinity - but I don’t see a 
steeple and I don’t here a call to prayer, so maybe the gods 
are illegal here.” 

“That’s ridiculous.” Rutaluka - universally called Ruty 
(as in beauty) - remarked. 

“It’s no more ridiculous than wishing there were gods 
watching over us every moment of out lives,” Beisho 
replied, slipping his spectacles off his lumpen nose and 
squinting down the hill at the purple-black lake. “There’s 
talk between the two of us I wouldn’t want heard by 
anyone, least of all some gossiping god.” 

“What kind of talk?” Ruty wanted to know. He was 
much the squatter of the two wanderers - the mule to Fie’s 
thoroughbred; the parrot to his stork - and had developed a 
way of walking backwards a step ahead of his comrade, so 
as to watch Beisho’s face without putting his neck out of 
joint. “What have we talked about?” 

“You tell me,” Beisho replied. 

“Well...food, of course,” Ruty said. He wore his taste for 
candies and pig flesh on his hip and backside. “And the 
state of our shoes,” he went on. “And Just.” 

SA.” 

Ruty smiled, a vale of dimples appearing on his round 
face. So that was the subject Beisho the Laureate felt so 
tender about. “You’d rather nobody knew that your 
equipment leans to the left,” he said, “is that it?” 

Beisho glowered down at his comrade. “Rutaluka...” he 
said. 

“How many times have I asked you not to call me that?” 

“Then never again mention the angle of my erection,” 
Beisho countered. “I shared that with you in a very private 
moment.” 

The moment had indeed been private. They had been 
locked together in the water closet of the Margravine of 
Cataglia, who, in order to pay off her gambling debts, had 
invited the pair into her chateau to filch - for a price - her 
husband’s collection of erotic vases. Unfortunately her 
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spouse had returned from his dog-racing early, and the 
Margravine, her legendary taste for farce never more 
evident, had shut Beisho and Ruty in the toilet and had 
proceeded to distract her husband from his suspicions (the 
scent of Beisho’s cologne hung in the air like laughter at a 
wake) by making her body available to him from every 
possible direction. As the sound of coupling had drifted 
under the door, Beisho’s prong had swelled in his 
pantaloons, and in reply to Ruty’s confounded stare Beisho 
had confessed, in a whisper, that it had always leaned to 
the left. 

The escapade had ended better than this sweaty interlude 
might suggest. With her husband coupled comatose, the 
lady had smuggled the thieves and their booty out of the 
chateau, and they had subsequently parlayed the five vases 
(one of which depicted acts even the Margravine, in her 
desperation, had not stooped to) for a considerable profit. 
But all profit dwindles, unless invested or saved, and the 
pair had too little patience for the former and too much 
appetite for the latter. The money was spent on bread, beer 
and bosom in a matter of days, leaving them near as damnit 
penniless. 

“What I need to find is an author,” Beisho announced. 
“Someone who needs his works translating.” 

“T doubt you’ll find much in the way of writers here,” 
Ruty replied. “This is a fisherman’s town.” 

“Fishermen tell tales,” Beisho observed. 

“Yes,” said Ruty, “but how often do they write them 
down?” 

Beisho never had a chance to reply to this, because the 
sound of sobbing drew the attention of both he and Ruty 
down a trash-strewn alley off to their left. 

“A woman weeps!” Beisho said. 

“So?” 

“So it’s the first sign of finer feelings we’ ve encountered 
in this damn town. We should seek out its source.” 

Ruty shrugged. “Whatever,” he said. “You go. I’ll wait 
here.” 

“Beisho was already off down the alleyway, leaving his 
companion to idle at the corner to watch the good people 
of Joom climbing and descending the hill. It would be a 
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poor place to look for loveliness, Ruty mused. Maybe it 
was the effort of struggling up the slope that left the 
citizens looking so vacant. Or- more likely - the fact that 
every dish served in Joom was scaly, finny and glassy- 
eyed. 

He glanced back along the alleyway, to see that Beisho 
had discovered one of the town’s better-looking women 
sobbing on a doorstep. 

““What’s the problem?” he asked her. 

She looked up from her grief, her eyes large and silvery. 

“Do we know each other?” she asked him. 

“T am Beisho Fie. Poet, whittler and seducer of wild 
dogs.” 

“Well, you’re not much use to me, ” the woman replied, 
“T don’t need poems—” 

“What do you need?” 

“unless it was a dirge,” the woman went on, tears 
coming again. “Yes, maybe a dirge, for my beloved 
brother.” 

“Ts he dead?” 

She shook her head. 

“Dying?” 

Now a nod, and she pointed towards the lake. 

“Drowning?” Beisho said. 

“Eaten!” the woman replied. “He’s in the belly of some 
fish.” 

“And yet you know he’s alive?” 

“We’re twins,” the woman explained. “And our minds 
are... intertwined. I would know if he were dead.” 

“Terrible,” Beisho said. “Terrible.” 

“What is?” Ruty enquired. Bored with watching Joom’s 
piscine parade, he had come to find out what all the 
sobbing was about. 

“This lady—” 

“My name is Leauqueau,” she put in. 

“‘Leauqueau’s brother has been devoured by a fish.” 

“That’s unfortunate,” Ruty replied. “Was he a midget, or 
was it a very big fish?” 

“There are all manner of beasts out there,” Leauqueau 
replied, staring off towards the lake’s obsidian waters. 
“And not all of them are fish.” 
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“Oh?” said Ruty, interested now. He had for many years 
been creating a bestiary; a catalogue of every species of 
fauna in the Colonies. Perhaps there was an unknown 


creature out there in the lake’s cold waters, awaiting both a — 


discoverer and a name to be known by. “We should find 
this man-eater,” he said. “And save the lady’s brother.” 

“We would of course,” Beisho swiftly replied. “But 
regrettably we have no boat.” 

“Then we’ll hire one.” 

“We have no money.” 

“T have money,” Leauqueau promptly interjected. 

“But how will we find the beast?” Beisho protested. “In 
such vast waters?” 

“Maybe we won’t,” Ruty said, “but I’d rather spend the 
day fishing that trying to find a scribe—” 

“You want a scribe?” said Leauqueau. “Then we are 
indeed well-met. My brother is a poet.” 

“Indeed?” Beisho replied, feigning indifference. 

“Are his works translated?” Ruty asked. “Only Laureate 
Fie can perform that function, for a very modest 
consideration.” 

Leauqueau turned her silver gaze on Beisho. “I think the 
gods intended our paths to cross,” she said. 

“Are there gods in Joom?” Ruty enquired. 

“IT didn’t believe there were, until now,” Leauqueau 
replied. 

Ruty laughed. “There!” he said to Beisho. “She thinks 
you’re proof of the very thing you denied.” 

“Sophistry,”’ Beisho snapped back. 

“Then let’s turn our attention to more practical matters,” 
Ruty said. “Lady, if you will supply the wherewithal, I will 
hie down to the harbour and hire a vessel forthwith.” 

“Don’t tell anyone what we’re about,” she warned, 
passing a few coins over. “The mariners are superstitious.” 

“Then they’re fools,” Beisho said. “We’ll find your 
brother for you, without the aid of gods. And then I’ll turn 
his rhymes to quick-silver in a dozen tongues, and we’ll all 
be happy.” 


19. 
“How do you know your brother is in the lake?” Beisho 
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asked Leauqueau as he escorted her down to the harbour. 
“Perhaps he was eaten by a Steliamak. I’ve seen several 
circling.” 

“I know it was the lake,” she said. “It obsessed him.” 

“Why?” 

“Because of Quiddity.” 

“Quiddity?” Here was a word not often breathed in 
daylight. 

““You have heard of it?” 

“Of course. What man of culture has not heard of the 
great dream-sea? Why, we met a fellow just a few months 
ago, Ruty and me, who claimed to have been a beacon- 
keeper on its shores. But it’s a thousand miles from here.” 

“More. Much more.’ 

“So how—?” 

“There’s a legend in Joom. A legend my brother 
believed to his very soul.” That said, she fell silent. 

“Are you going to tell me what it is?” Fie asked. 

She dropped her voice to a whisper. “It’s said that in 
certain seasons the waters of the dream-sea find their way 
through channels far below the earth into the lake.” She 
replied. 

Beisho made a low whistle. “That is a tale,” he said. 

“There’s more,” she told him. “The legend says that 
we’re all descended from dreamers cast up by those tides. 
Dreamers from another realm of being.” 

“The Sapas Humana.” 

“That’s right.” 

“It’s certainly better than believing we’re descended 
from gods,” Beisho observed. “Do you believe all of this?” 

“T believe it for my brother’s sake.” 

“That’s reason enough, I suppose.” 

Ruty was climbing the slope towards them, looking 
somewhat mournful. “Well, I found us something,” he said, 
“and it floats. That’s about the best I can say for it.” 

They followed him back down to the quay, and while 
they walked he explained that all the fishermen had either 
refused to hire out their boats or demanded absurd sums of 
money for their services. Only one captain had been 
willing to take them out onto the lake for such a piffling 
sum. 
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“His name is Flimchen,” Ruty said, “and I think he’s 
half crazy.” 

“What 1 makes you say that?” Beisho asked. 

“Judge for yourself,” Ruty said, standing aside to let 
Beisho and Leauqueau have sight of the vessel and its 
master. : 

It was impossible to say which was in a sorrier state. 
Both had seen too many storms, too many crackings and 
patchings; both were sodden to their core: one with water, 
the other, to judge by his stare, with something stronger. 

“Don’t expect your money back,” the grizzled sailor 
announced from the slimy boards of his boat. Whether 
you come or not it’s no matter to me, but I'm keeping the 
fee.” He tapped his pocket. “So fuck you all. 

“Do you still want to go?” Ruty asked Beisho. 

“Of course,” Fie replied, making no effort to approach 
the boat. : , : 

“You two may come,” Flimchen replied. “But not 
your...passenger.” He jabbed a hang-nailed finger in 
Leauqueau’s direction. 

“Ts! this mariner’s lore?” Beisho wanted toknow. 

“No,” said the fisherman, “I have a fear of that sex, since 
all my six brothers died in the arms of a woman. 

“The same woman?” Ruty said, amazed. — r 

“I’m not telling,” came the reply. “And neither are they. 

“T’m afraid we can’t go without her,” Beisho said. 

“Yes you can, ” Leauqueau replied. “You must. I'll wait 
here for you.” es 

Make up your minds,” Flimchen demanded. “We only 
have two hours before night fall. The lake’s a deal more 
lethal under the twelve moons.” : ze 

‘ “We're going, for sure,” Ruty said, seizing hold of 
Beisho’s arm and ushering him to the puddled steps that 
led down to the boat. “Do you have nets and knives 
aboard?” ' : 

“Of course,” said Flimchen. ““What manner of fish are 

after?” 
y gedieiing large enough to have devoured this 
oman’s brother.” sechali. 
be “I daresay we can find you such a beast, Flimchen 
said,with a sideways glance at Beisho. “As long as you’re 
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ready to haul it in and brain it.” 

“Never readier,” Beisho replied, as he gingerly set foot 
on the rocking vessel. “As long as you can find the fish, 
we'll brain it with one thwack!” 

“His show of courage brought a sly smile from the 
fisherman.”A thwack, eh?” 

“T have no fear,” Beisho replied. 

The mariner’s smile disappeared. “Then take a little of 
mine,” he said, “for I’ve got plenty. I’ve never turned my 
bow towards those waters without fearing what I would 
find. Or what would find me.” 

And so saying, he loosed the rope that secured the boat 
against the quay, and returning to the stern turned on the 
motor and guided his chugging vessel out of the little 
harbour towards the deeps. 


More to keep his mind off the sickening motion of the 
boat than because he genuinely valued the mariner’s 
opinion, Beisho related what Leauqueau had told him 
about the legends of the lake and asked Flimchen if he 
believed the stories. 

“Some people say we come from fish,” he replied, “but 
I’ve been handling fish all my life and I never saw one - - 
not one - with a shadow of a soul in its eyes.” 

“So you believe we’re descended from human 
castaways?” Ruty said. 

“More than likely.” 

Ruty made a sour face. “Does that trouble you?” Beisho 
required of him. 

“To be descended from a dreaming species?” Ruty said. 
“Yes...that troubles me.” 

“Why?” 

“Because it means we’re accidents, Fie. Bastard 
children. Without purpose. Without meaning.” 

“Then we must make our meaning,” Beisho said. 

The mariner seemed to approve of this, to judge by the 
little grunt he gave. 

“And when we die?” Ruty said. “What then? When we 
can no longer make meaning for ourselves? Do we just 
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away, like dreams?” ’ ‘ 
that ‘vill not be so bad,” Flimchen said, “if that’s the 
way of it.” ‘ 

“Will it not?” Ruty said, his voice lowered to a 
melancholy whisper. “I wonder...” 

There sci a nh silence then, while the boat moved out 
over the dark waters. It was Flimchen who broke the hush. 

“There,” he said, and pointed across the water. 

A large form was breaking surface, turning as it did so, 
showing its mottled flesh. 

“What is it?” Beisho breathed. fi 

“At a guess...” came the reply, “...your man-eater” 

As if it knew it was being debated, the creature raised its 
ungainly head from the water. It was a wretched thing, no 
doubt of that, lacking both grace and symmetry, its head 
eyeless and encrusted, its flanks gouged and raw. 

“T don’t see its mouth,” Ruty said. 

“Perhaps it doesn’t have one.” 

“Then how does it eat men?” ’ 

“Maybe it doesn’t,” Beisho said, still studying the 
creature. “Maybe it’s the wrong animal.” 

“Tt hears us,” Flimchen said, and as he spoke the beast 
came at the boat head-on. 

“Knives! Knives!” Beisho yelled. 

Flimchen was already scrabbling in the bottom of the 
boat for weaponry, but before he could lay his hands on a 
blade the beast struck the boat. The vessel lurched, and 
Ruty lost his footing on the rot-slickened boards. Flailing, 
he was pitched over the gunwales and into the water. 
Despite his fat he sank in an instant, and for a moment 
Beisho thought he’d had his last sight of his comrade. A 
sob of grief and rage escaped him, but it was drowned out 
by a great commotion at the bow, and in a roar of frenzied 
water Ruty was borne up out of the lake on the snout of the 
beast. He reached for Beisho’s arm, caught hold of it and 
was hauled back into the vessel, gasping for breath. 

“It comes again!” the mariner cried. This time he was 
armed with a short harpoon, and as the beast ploughed 
towards the tossing boat he threw the weapon, striking his 
target in the centre of its misshapen head. 

A din escaped the beast that would have better come 
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from a woman’s throat: a shriek of agony that stopped so 
abruptly Beisho thought the creature had been dealt a 
mortal wound, and had perished then and there. But no; no 
sooner had the shriek ceased that the beast began to thrash 
with such vehemence it threatened to capsize the boat 
entirely. 

Flimchen had lashed the harpoon rope to a rusted ring 
set in the gunwale, and then returned to the stern. 

“What are we going to do?” Beisho demanded, his eyes 
wild. 

“We’re going to drag its foul carcass back to shore.” 

“We still don’t know that this is the right beast,” Ruty 
reminded them. 

“I’ve not seen a thing the like of this in forty years of 
fishing,” the mariner replied. “If there’s another man-eater 
out there then let somebody else catch the fucker.” 

He gunned the motor, and turned his vessel around, 
pointing its bow towards Joom. “Hold on!” he said. “I’m 
going to drive the boat up onto the shingle, and beach the 
beast at the same time!” 

If the wounded creature understood what plans were 
being laid against it, then it made no attempt to resist, even 
though its bulk suggested it might well have succeeded. 

“It’s surely dying,” Beisho said as he watched the 
creature turning belly up in the bloodied spume. 

“Perhaps,” said Ruty. 

“You doubt it?” 

“This thing has neither eyes nor mouth,” Ruty observed. 
“Doesn’t that strike you as odd?” 

Beisho stared at his comrade. “What’s your point, 
Rutaluka?” 

“There’s more mystery here than we comprehend,” Ruty 
replied. “Remember what the beacon-keeper told us about 
Quiddity’s waters? How they grew on those that floated 
there?” 

Beisho’s gaze returned to the beast. 

“Perhaps we’re looking at some kind of encrustation 
around living flesh,” Ruty said. 

“The flesh of Humana? Our ancestors?” Beisho 
murmured. 

“Perhaps.” 


A tiny smiled crossed Beisho’s face. “Now I wish the 
gods were in their cloudy courts, Ruty, to see how we 
discover ourselves.” 
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The beast’s scream had carried across the lake’s clear 
air, and a small crowd had come down to the harbour to 
watch the spectacle. Seeing that the boat was headed for 
the shore, the throng made its way from the quay to the 
shingle, its numbers swelling as word of what had taken 
place spread. Leauqueau was more impatient than the rest. 
She was standing knee-deep in the water, her arms 
outstretched as if to will her sibling into her embrace. 

“Be ready! ” Flimchen said. “As soon as we strike the 
shore haul on the rope.” 

Seconds later the boat grated on the shingle, its 
momentum carrying it up the shallow beach until its stern 
had cleared the water entirely. Ruty was first out, 
ploughing into the surf to haul the beast in. Beisho 
followed, but not before he announced to Leauqueau: 

“We have it! See? We have it!” 

Flimchen called for some help from the crowd, and four 
of the witnesses came to their aid, bending to the task of 
dragging the beast out of its native element and up onto the 
shingle. There were several cries of disgust as it cleared the 
waves, and several more of astonishment: the lake had 
never given up anything that resembled this monstrosity. 

Beached, the creature was even uglier than it had been 
when half-submerged: an ill-made, wretched thing, the like 
of which even Ruty - who had catalogued fauna glimpsed 
by only a handful of souls - had never laid eyes on. 

“What now?” Beisho hissed to him when the creature 
was so far out of the water it had no hope of struggling 
back. 

“We take a blade to it,” Ruty said. “If her brother’s 
inside, we have to cut him out.” 

Beisho looked decidedly discomfited by this prospect, 
but with Leauqueau’s eyes - and the eyes of perhaps fifty 
onlookers -upon him, this was no time for squeamishness. 
Reaching into the boat, he snatched up a sizeable knife and 
with a smile that he trusted was impressively casual he 
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drove the blade into the beast’s flank. The creature 
convulsed, but not to escape the blade. Rather is seemed to 
present its body to the cutting edge,as if eager to be gutted. 

The hide of the thing was tough (it didn’t bleed; nor was 
there sign of bone or sinew beneath) and had Ruty not also 
snatched up a knife and stooped to help the night might 
well have fallen before Beisho made an impression. But 
together they unknitted the carcass from one end to the 
other, gobs of encrusted flesh coming away with every 
slice. And suddenly, as they worked, a sob of anguish rose 
from the interior of the thing, answered a moment later by 
a cry from Leauqueau. 

“Tt’s him!” she said. “It’s my brother!” 

Beisho and Ruty worked with fresh fervour now, 
abandoning the blades for fear of doing harm to the living 
flesh inside. They plunged their arms into the wound 
they’d opened, and like midwives at some monstrous birth 
dug to deliver the prisoner from his cell. Blood began to 
seep from the opening, though it was not, they both knew, 
the blood of the beast. It was the victim who was bleeding, 
not the devourer. 

Unable to stand by any longer, Leauqueau lent her sinew 
to the struggle, and Flimchen, who had until now watched 
with bemusement, bent to labour beside them. Under the 
assault of eight hands the flank of the creature gaped, and 
they finally had sight of the victim. 

There was not one body inside, but two. Both naked, and 
embracing. One was Leauqueau’s brother, his flesh white 
and wasted, his gaze crazed. The other was a woman. She 
had been pierced by the harpoon, and was still bleeding 
copiously. The point had entered the top of her skull and 
emerged at her chin. 

Leauqueau unleashed a deafening shriek, and retreated 
from the carcass into the surf. 

“Gods! Gods!” she shrieked. “See what he has done!” 

Her imprecation shook her brother from his stupor. He 
let the dead woman - with whom he had surely been in 
congress - slip from his arms, and started to crawl out into 
the open air, careless of his nakedness. 

“She was nothing to me!” he said to Leauqueau, “I saw 
her in the water, and I went to rescue her!” 


I 


Beisho shook his head. “I’m not following any of this,” 
he complained. 

“T am,” Ruty replied, directing Beisho’s gaze back to the 
body of the woman. “That’s our human dreamer,” he said. 
“She was carried up into the lake from Quiddity.” 

“And he swam out to save her?” 

“Or make love to her.” 

“And the beast took them both.” 

“There is no beast,” Ruty said, “it’s as the beacon-keeper 
told us. The waters take human flesh and fantasticate it...” 
He tore at the innards of the beast. “This thing has no heart. 
No lungs. No entrails. It’s a veil, built around dreaming 
tissue.” He looked at the dead woman. “This is her subtle 
body. The real thing is dead on a bed somewhere, far, far 
from here.” 

“Pitiful,” said Beisho. 

“At least we saved the lad,” Ruty replied. 

He turned as he spoke, in time to catch sight of 
Leauqueau stooping to lift a rock from beneath the waves. 
Seeing murder in her eyes, he started towards her with a 
shout. But she ignored him. She raised the stone high 
above her head and brought it down on her brother’s skull, 
striking once, twice, three times, and opening a grievous 
wound with each blow. Blood gushed from his head, and 
he fell backwards into the surf. He was dead by the time 
Ruty reached him; one of his eyes struck from its socket, 
the other gaping, as if in astonishment that salvation and 
death had come in such close succession. 


Leauqueau put up no defense against arrest. She waited 
tearlessly on the shore while officers were called, and was 
in due course taken away, without uttering another word. 
By the time Beisho and Ruty had told their part of the tale, 
then watched the bodies of the lovers removed, and finally 
bade their farewells to Flimchen, night had long since 
fallen. Their limbs ached for want of rest, and their bellies 
for want of nourishment. 

“We have no money,” Ruty said as they wandered back 
up the steep street. 

“No, but we may yet prosper,” Beisho said. 
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“How?” 

“Will this story not become legendary?” 

“Perhaps.” 

“And will people not ask: What did the dead lad do 
before the dream-sea took him? And hearing that his 
profession was that of poet, will they not ache to have a 
copy of his sonnets?” 

“Ah...” said Ruty. 

“T shall be his sole translator, my friend. And we shall 
make a little fortune from his works.” 

“But where are his poems?” 

“We'll find them,” Beisho replied confidently, and led 
them back to the step where he had first discovered 
Leauqueau weeping. 

The door was sealed, but no lock or bolt had ever bested 
Ruty’s fingers. The two adventurers were inside the 
humble house in thirty seconds, and duly separated to look 
for the works of the deceased poet. It was a melancholy 
search, turning over the belongings of the doomed siblings, 
but after several minutes it bore fruit. In the drawer of a 
dresser in one of the upper rooms Ruty found a book 
bound in scaly ochre skin, and brought it down to Beisho 
with a triumphant whoop. 

“This binding comes from a species that’s not in my 
bestiary,” he said, handing the volume over. “It’s probably 
out there in the lake somewhere. I want to hire another boat 
when you’ve made your fortune...” 

“You can go fishing alone,” Beisho replied. “I’m going 
to buy myself a pavilion on the hill-top, and watch you 
from the comfort of my pillows.” 

He started to flick through the pages of the book, while 
Ruty mused on this zoological mystery. 

“Tt looks to be the skin of a serpent,” he said. 

“That’s fitting,” Beisho remarked dryly, “given the 
subject of the works it encloses.” 

“He writes of serpents?” 

“He writes of one serpent,” Beisho replied. “The beast 
between his legs.” He kept flicking and scanning, his face a 
portrait of disgust. “I’ve never read anything so obscene in 
my life. This isn’t poetry. It’s instructions on how to violate 
your sister, orifice by orifice.” He passed the book to Ruty. 
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“Nobody’s going to publish filth like this.” 

Ruty glanced through the book. The dead man’s master- 
works were barely doggerel, the vellum on which they 
were scrawled suspiciously stained here and there. Ruty 
pocketed the book, for perusal at a later date. 

“For the binding...” he explained, as Beisho cast him a 
baleful glance. 

Their business in the house done, they wandered out into 
the night. On the step Beisho stared up at the twelve moons 
admiringly. 

“Do you think the same heavens gaze down on Sapas 
Humana?” Ruty wondered. 

“Of course not,” Beisho replied. “They live in cells, my 
friend. And they dream because they long to escape them” 

“I’d like to meet one...a living one, I mean...and send 
him back to tell the human world about us. Wouldn’t that 
be something?” 

“And where would they find the words to capture our 
charm?” Beisho asked him. “We’re beyond description.” 

“Then maybe we should go to them,” Ruty said. “Steal a 
vessel and set sail upon the dream-sea until we reach their 
island.” 

“Why bother?” Beisho replied as he started up the hill. 

“Because we’re nothing here. Less than nothing. But 
there, we’d be like gods, wouldn’t we?” 

Beisho gave his companion a curious look; two parts 
contempt to one of stupefaction. 

“T never know with you, Rutaluka— 

“You never know what?” 

“Whether you’re a genius or an imbecile.” 

“Oh that,” Ruty said, with a sly grin. “Well I know the 
truth of it, but I’m not telling.” 

Beisho opened his mouth to voice some pithy reply, but 
thought better of it. Instead he headed on up the street, 
towards the fish-market where they would be obliged to 
find food and lodging in yesterday’s sawdust. 

Ruty lingered a moment, to cast a glance down the slope 
to the harbour and the lake beyond. The dozen moons 
gleamed in its waters, but their mellow radiance did not 
pierce the depths. Whatever sleeping souls the lake 
concealed, they were safe in their slumbers tonight, and 
would not be woken until their dreams were done. <> 


M) 


* he said. 
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Way he figured it was this. You go up in one of those 
things, it’s going to crash. It crashes, you’re going to die. 
You’re going to die, what the hell’s stopping you from 
going to Stan’s Corner Donuts in Westwood Village three 
hours before check-in at LAX and eating your way through 
five Maple Bars? Shit, you’d be cinders and memory long 
before that superlative sweetness transformed itself into 
inches and artery-closure so who cared? 
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He actually settled for three. He wasn’t hedging his bets 
on survival or anything, it was just that three really were 
enough. Finishing the third, filling his mouth with the last 
two inches of maple-flavored frosting and soft warm 
dough, was the optimum point of pleasure. Starting another 
would undercut the sensual perfection. Better to stop. But 
God, they were good. Sugar and fat. It didn’t get any 
better. The Western World had reached apotheosis at the 
moment that combinations of those foodstuffs became 
readily available to anyone with half an income. Keep your 
Beethoven. Fuck your Goya. Sugar and fat. That was 
culture. 

“You wanna refill on the coffee, Steve?” 

Dyson looked over his shoulder to the counter. His name 
wasn’t Steve but he was the only customer in there so he 
figured it was him who was being asked. 

“No. No thanks. I’m fine.” 

The guy behind the counter - young, long-haired, loud 
shirt - grinned. 

“Can’t be fine, Steve. Three donuts. Gotta be some kind 
of oral compensation going on.” 

Dyson (still not Steve, still Jonathan) hesitated. He’d 
always hated people guessing things about him, hated more 
the readiness of some strangers to break the social contract 
of silence with which we surround such guesses. 
Nevertheless, he answered. Probably because he also hated 
appearing to care. 

“Flying,” he said, “Hate it. Every time I know I’m going 
to die.” 


“And every time you haven’t” 

“God’s oversight. Or his little joke.” 

“False sense of security thing?” 

“Something like that.” 

“Get you to where you think maybe, just maybe, this is 
gonna be alright then - bam! Gotcha! Yeah?” 

“Something like that.” 

“Don’t wanna burst your bubble, Steve...but you’re 
probably not that important. Know what I mean?” 

“Oh, I don’t feel special or anything. I...” 

“You figure the joke’s on all of us. “As flies to wanton 
boys are we to the gods. They kill us for their sport.’ 
Macbeth.” 

“Tear.” 

“What?” 

“Tt’s Lear. King Lear. Not Macbeth.” 

“Oh. Whatever. It’s still bullshit. They’ve got better 
things to do.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah. Like watching us learn to fly. And being proud of 
us.” 
Dyson paused before replying, filling the silence by 
draining his cup of what little coffee remained. He looked 
over the styrofoam lip at the counterman, at his flawless 
young face, at his open smile. He didn’t need this. He came 
to Stan’s for donuts not facile New Age optimism. Worse; 
he’d conversed. Next time he came in and this guy was 
working there was a ready-made opening for more 
conversation. He hated that. Donuts were private. Stan’s 
was ruined for him. 

He put the cup down beside the wax-paper and crumpled 
napkins, mumbled a mock high-spirited hope-you’re-right- 
see-ya, hefted up his on-flight bag, and left. It was only 
when he reached the taxi-rank at the corner of Westwood 
and Lindbrook that he realised he’d assumed there would 
be a Next Time at Stan’s. The sudden anger he felt at the 
counterman for tricking him into such an expectation was 
subsumed in the nauseating warmth of the anxiety rush that 
flooded his system as punishment for hope. His legs were 
weak as he grinned inanely at the driver of the first cab in 
line and let himself into the back seat. 

“Hi. Howya doin’?,” he said to the driver’s enquiring 


} 


eyes in the rear-view mirror, “LAX please.” 
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Dyson was always very strict with himself about when 
he could take the Valium. Before check-in was no good - 
you might find out there that the flight was delayed and 
thus have wasted one of the precious little pills 
(increasingly harder to get because stupid doctors thought 
beta-blockers were healthier. Healthier! Who fucking 
cares?!) - but, equally, you didn’t want to wait too long 
after getting your boarding pass - takeoff was the worst 
part and God forbid you should be hurtled down that 
runway still waiting for the drug to kick in, embarrassing 
yourself and disturbing other passengers with your moans 
and copious sweating. No, there was a five or ten minute 
window immediately after check-in during which a bar 
could be found, a large scotch on the rocks ordered, a ten- 
milligram placed on the tongue, and the liquor swallowed 
in a single gulp carrying the pill with it. ' 

Dyson had done all that and was now strapped in his 
window seat pretending to read the airline’s magazine. He 
glanced at his watch. Takeoff was in fifteen minutes. But 
he wasn’t waiting for takeoff. He was waiting for that first 
evidence of the drug’s efficacy, the half-sleep he always 
fell into immediately before the plane taxied. Mustn’t 
prompt it, he thought, and looked back down at the article 
on French street-markets. 

Apparently you could buy groceries there. And 
occasionally clothes. Sometimes prints. How fucking 
riveting. The disembodied voice of a cabin crew member 
began advising passengers about the safety features to be 
found on this 767. Several of the bookstalls by the Seine 
sold English paperbacks. In the unlikely event of an 
emergency wine was much cheaper than in the cafes. There 
were several exits near the market and clothes could be 
found under the banks of the river in front of you. The 
child by the bookstall was clearly indicated and even 
though oxygen was flowing would not inflate. Beside the 
river, far from the boy, was a woman who was speaking. 
People were walking by, not even noticing her strange 
manner of dress. She was clad in a bulky fur-lined leather 
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jacket and had a tight-fitting leather helmet on her head, its 
unfastened straps hanging on either side of her face. 

Dyson wanted to hear what she was saying and walked 
nearer to her. She smiled at his approach and continued her 
explanation even as she motioned for him to climb in the 
open seat behind the one in which she sat. 

“Static is occasionally encountered on the radios of 
Heaven.” 

Her voice was confident and benign. Dyson fastened the 
belt around his waist and adjusted his goggles. He looked 
beyond the jarring geometries of the struts between the 
upper and lower sets of wood-and-canvas wings to the 
undisturbed green fields on either side of the sandy 
runway. The fields, perfectly flat, stretched to every 
horizon. He, the woman, and the biplane itself were the 
only foreign objects. It was important that they left. 

The woman turned round in her seat to smile at him 
again. 

“We must discover the horizontal movement of 
elevators,” she said, and, turning away from him once 
more, started up the plane’s small engine, sending the 
single front-mounted propeller spinning furiously. 
Transmuted by the propeller’s frenzy, the formerly still air 
whipped back across Dyson’s face as an intimate and 
exhilarating wind. He opened his mouth to it, excited, and 
placed his hands on either side of the narrow open cockpit 
as the plane began to rush forward across the sand. The 
runway was uneven and bumpy but Dyson felt no fear as 
the fragile biplane hurtled faster and faster along it. The 
machine and the moment were implicit with flight, 
pregnant with escape. The trajectory held no potential 
other than a leap into the sky and the freedom of the winds. 

Dyson wondered how he could hear the pilot’s voice 
against the combined roaring of engine and air but hear it 
he did. 

“You need to put your seat in the upright position,” she 
seemed to be saying, though he could see only her back 
and the waves of corn-blonde hair that hung below the 
back of her helmet. He looked down at himself. The seat 


was welded in position tight against the cockpit. How 


could he move it? He closed his eyes to think about this 
further. 


“Sir? Your seat has to be upright for takeoff.” 

Dyson opened his eyes. A dark-haired Flight Attendant 
was smiling apologetically at him as she stood in the aisle 
beside the seat of the passenger next to him. 

“I’m sorry,” she stressed, stretching the word out to 
demonstrate further her distress at disturbing him, “But the 
Captain’s about to take off and I need your seat to be 
upright.” 

Dyson nodded vigorously and blinked himself more 
thoroughly awake. 

“Of course, of course,” he said and pressed the button in 
the arm rest beside him, leaning from the waist as he did so 
to allow the seat-back to inch forward into its takeoff 
position. 

“Thank you,” the Stewardess said, rewarding him with 
another smile before moving on to check the seat-positions 
of other passengers. 

Dyson hadn’t lowered his seat consciously. He’d never 
do that. He always fastened his seat-belt immediately he 
sat down, too. He hated having to be asked or reminded 
about either of those things. One of the masks he wore to 
hide his terror was the seasoned, bored-with-the-rituals, 
flier and he hated to be caught out. His thigh must have 
pressed against the button as he dozed and lowered his 
seat-back in his sleep. He looked out of his window. The 
plane had left the gate and was swinging round onto the 
designated runway to begin its launch. A wave of anxiety 
went through him, small (the valium was doing its job) but 
unpleasant enough. He was furious with his thigh. He’d 
really been asleep, so asleep that maybe for the first time 
he could have gotten through takeoff unconscious and 
woken only when the plane had already reached cruising 
altitude. That would have been great. But no, here he was 
as usual - convinced of death and powerless to do anything 
about it as the huge machine (Too big. Too heavy. How 
could these things fly? How could they?) thundered its way 
toward immolation. He sat bolt upright, tense in every 
muscle, conscious of every breath, and waited for the 
inevitable catastrophe. 


Dyson finished his cognac and settled back a little in his 
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seat. He felt a lot better now. The plane had been at a 
steady 31,000 feet for over an hour and all the banking and 
turning that made the first twenty minutes of any flight the 
worst were long over. Dyson had had two scotches before 
dinner, a red wine to accompany the filet mignon, and a 
cognac to accompany the coffee. And the Byrds were on 
one of the in-flight audio channels, the falling bass-line and 
soaring harmonies of Turn, Turn, Turn entering each of 
Dyson’s ears and meeting somewhere in the middle of his 
head. 

He often experienced these twenty or thirty minute 
stretches of euphoria during a flight, times when he could 
gaze out of his window at the distant landscapes below him 
and feel genuinely good about being up in a plane. But it 
took a lot of alcohol to get him in such states and it took 
very little to get him out of them; ten seconds of turbulence 
was enough, or the sight of another plane through his 
window (distance and direction didn’t matter - if there 
were two planes in the same cubic mile of air, he assumed 
they would find each other). But the Byrds and the booze 
and the unshaky sky had given him this period of peace 
and he luxuriated in it. 

Over on the video monitor a couple of rows in front of 
him he could see actors mouthing words and buildings 
exploding silently. He wondered about tuning his headset 
to the movie soundtrack but decided against it. He closed 
his eyes instead, turned the music down slightly, and 
stretched his legs out as much as he could beneath the seat 
in front of him. 
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The sea below them was a pale purple. They’d left the 
glass mountains and their strange shifting subterranean 
contents long behind them, though the aviatrix had dipped 
the biplane sufficiently at the time for Dyson to catch a 
glimpse of one huge clouded eye the size of a shopping- 
mall parking lot which had blinked beneath the crystal as 
they’d buzzed past. Dyson was more impressed with the 
waves though; with no shore to break against save gravity, 
they rose in the middle of their ocean, losing their colour as 
they did so, to climb vertically in towering translucency 
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and foam themselves into a fury of deep-white dissolution 
at their skyscraper-high peaks. 

Occasionally, his pilot would turn half-round in her front 
seat to smile at him and to gesture with a directional hand 
at some other point of interest. They’d been flying for 
hours, it seemed, and Dyson felt he could fly forever. His 
pilot was beautiful and the sights they shared were 
wonderful. He was reaching forward to tap her shoulder 
and tell her this when a sharp pinging noise somewhere 
above his head distracted him and made him look up. 

He found that he was looking at an illuminated sign 
telling him to fasten his seat-belt. For a moment he was 
terribly confused and then a quick glance around him 
reminded him of where he was. His seat-belt of course was 
still fastened but the heavy-set man beside him needed to 
fish the two halves of his belt out from beneath his 
expansive backside and clip them together. The senior 
Flight Attendant’s voice emerged from the overhead 
speakers in the cabin to reinforce the instruction. 

“Ladies and Gentlemen, the Captain has found it 
necessary to illuminate the seat-belt signs while we go 
through this turbulence. If you are standing anywhere in 
the cabin, please return to your seats. Thank You.” ( 

Dyson’s heart beat a little faster. The plane was bumping 
and rocking like an express train on a bad stretch of track. 
He dropped that simile bloody quickly; derailment here 
didn’t mean ploughing up some farmer’s field, it meant a 
drop. A big drop. Thirty. One. Thousand. Feet. Stop it, stop 
it, he told himself. Turbulence, that’s all. Very normal. 
Very ordinary. He looked at his watch. Good. The flight 
was well past the halfway point - which probably meant 
nothing aeronautically but was always a good 
psychological signpost for him. He tried to summon up the 
feeling he had had in his dream in which flight was not 
only a miracle but an ecstasy. He failed of course but at 
least it gave him something to think about as the plane rode 
out the wind. 

The dream from which he’d just awoken was plainly a 
continuation of the one he’d had immediately before 
takeoff. That was very strange. He’d never re-entered a 
dream before. The nearest he’d had to even a recurring 
dream was on those few occasions that he woke feeling 
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that he’d visited places in the night which were 
geographically close to places he’d dreamed in before - as 
if somehow his night-time self might sometime meet a 
dream cartographer who would lay out for him route- 
marked maps demonstrating that this dream of a Tuesday 
in March ten years ago took place about four blocks from 
this one of a recent July and that both were only a short 
cab-ride from the nightmare of December last. 

This dream, though, felt like it had continued while he 
was busy being awake and that he had rejoined it after an 
elapsed time equivalent to the time he had spent away. 
Very strange - it gave the dream state an equal standing 
with the waking one that he had never before granted to it. 
It was as if he was waking from each into the other, 
moving between equally valid territories rather than simply 
being entertained by his unconscious. 

He thought of the woman in his dream and her 
romantically anachronistic dress. He recognised the 
provenance of the imagery of course - those 1930’s women 
fliers whose likenesses he had seen in magazine photos and 
documentary footage - but the aviatrix of his unconscious 
was something more than them. She was the paradigm of 
them all, the missing original from which they had been 
cast. It was as if he had dreamed of Amelia Earhart and 
dreamed not of the living woman who had disappeared 
during her last flight but of her spirit, of her principle, of 
the idea of which she had been simply the symbol. 

His dreaming self had fashioned her into an Amelia 
Earhart who was never lost, but translated - an Amelia 
Earhart who had flown herself through the clouds of 
unknowing into a yonder never so blue nor so wild. Not 
lost, but escaped; flying forever across imagination’s skies; 
borne on the secret winds that blow above the dream 
country. 

Another ping from above his head stopped his analysis. 
He looked up. The seat-belt light had gone out. Dyson felt 
a rush of pleasure. She was still piloting him, it seemed; his 
thoughts of her had taken him through the turbulence into 
calmer skies without his usual neurotic attention to every 
second and every shudder. 

He smiled. He missed her, he realised. He wondered 


- where they were and over what wonders she was flying 
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him while he was away. Would it be possible to go back? 
Could he will himself into that territory into which he had 
previously merely stumbled? Excited, he fished through 
the seat-pocket for the in-flight courtesy bag and pulled out 
the complimentary eye-mask. On his rare forays up and 
down the aisles of aircraft on which he’d flown he’d 
always thought the passengers wearing those things looked 
inordinately fucking stupid but now he didn’t give a shit 
what he looked like and he slipped the elasticized strap 
over his head and leaned back in his seat. 

“Aviatrix,” he said silently, relishing the word like a 
mantra or a spell of summoning, “‘Aviatrix.” ‘ 
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The desert was sentient. as 

It lay beneath them, an expanse of subtly shifting sands, 
and Dyson, looking behind him, could see no beginning to 
its hugeness and, looking ahead, could see no end. What he 
could see, however, was that the desert observed their 
flight just as much as they observed it. For the most part its 
observation was implicit - a sensed thing rather than a seen 
- but occasionally, in a spirit of inquiry, it would reform 
part of itself, sending up into the air vast sheets of sand that 
would rise with breathtaking speed on either side of the 
biplane so that where a moment before they had been high 
above a plain they were suddenly flying low between the 
towering walls of a valley, walls that shimmered with the 
constant movement of their countless grains. 

Once, it even completed the canopy, curving the tops of 
its walls toward each other until they met so that Dyson 
and the aviatrix were flying within a tunnel, a tunnel that 
should have been lightless but was somehow not - as if the 
desert had widened the spaces between every tiny grain of 
itself to allow its visitors the luxury of sight. 

They followed the tunnel for several minutes before the 
desert fell back around them to its passive state below. The 
woman turned in her cockpit to look at Dyson. Her hands 
were off the controls but he had realised some time back that 
she didn’t really need physical contact with the machinery. 
She and the plane were essentially one. They drove 
themselves through these dream skies by desire, not science. 


i) 


“Thunder has three sides, Steve,” she said, “But no 
Dalmatians.” 

Dyson nodded. He was beginning to understand her. 
And was already terribly in love. She nodded downwards 
and he looked to see. 

They were flying over a hole in the world. Bounded like 
a midwest lake by long shore-roads, what Dyson saw was 
no body of water but a jet-black expanse of deep space, 
studded with distant stars and cloudy filaments of gases. 

The roar of an explosion suddenly deafened him. He 
couldn’t understand for a moment. He could see nothing 
that had happened that would explain the sound. Then he 
heard a voice to his side screaming in terminal panic. 

“Jesus fucking Christ! The wing’s gone!” 
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Dyson, already screaming himself, tore the eye mask 
from his face with fingers tingling with prescient terror. 

The fat man in the seat beside him was twitching like a 
speared beast, arms flapping uselessly in the air, the stink 
of his voided bowels invading Dyson’s senses almost 
before anything else. 

Dyson, unaware of the whimpers and screams coming 
from his own mouth, swept the cabin with his eyes. People 
were ripping themselves free of their restraining belts and 
clambering pointlessly into the aisles. There was nothing 
they could do for themselves but they were listening to a 
primal voice within that decreed movement even when 
movement couldn’t save them. 

One Flight Attendant was paying lip service to 
procedure and shouting out for the passengers to remain 
calm while her colleagues, knowing it was over, joined in 
the atavistic dance of the civilians, running, scrambling, 
stumbling, screaming. The howls of the doomed filled the 
cabin of the aircraft and for one precious fleeting second 
Dyson had an absurd sense of satisfaction. He’d always 
known this terror - at least in embryo - and now that, fully 
born, it was running rampant through the souls of the 


_ previously complacent he felt the poisoned vindication of 


the doomsayer. 
It was all of three seconds since the exploding engine 
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had torn the wing from the 767 and, incredibly, apart from 
the shuddering lurch to the side that accompanied the 
sundering, the crippled plane had stayed more or less 
steady. 

That stopped being true. 

Nose first, it dropped like a stone. 

Dyson’s belt was still fastened around him. It hurt like 
fuck as all his weight pressed against it. The passengers 
who had found the time to snap their belts, though, fell 
screaming down the vertical chute that the cabin of the 
plane had become and smashed into the first solid objects 
that barred their way. Eight people died before the plane hit 
the ground. Twenty-three people wished they had. One 
hundred and fifty more were beyond thought, pushed 
howling into a primal state of animal terror. 

Dyson was one of them. He was squealing like a three- 
day torture victim. There was nothing in his mind except 
dread and denial and nothing in his body save ice and 
emptiness. Nothing could save him and nothing did. 

The plane arrowed itself into the unyielding rock of a 
mountain range and, fuel-tanks still one third full, exploded 
instantly into all-consuming fire, killing everyone on 
board. 
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Dyson had been screaming the second before he died 
and was surprised to find he was still screaming the second 
after. He was still falling at a nauseating speed, as if the 
mountain and the explosion had not interrupted him at all. 
He was no longer in his seat, however, and no longer in the 
plane. It was just him, falling through complete blackness 
and screaming. 

By the time a minute had passed though, continuing to 
scream seemed a little stupid. And so he stopped. The 
blackness was still all around him and there seemed to be 
little he could do about that except continue to fall through 
it. Unless of course he opened his eyes. And so he did. 

The sky was jade-green and tasted moist and slightly 
acidic. Far below, the ground was writhing. It was a mass 
of intertwined worm-like creatures, each the length of 
Europe and all of them the colours of bruising. 
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Immediately in front of him, and falling just as fast, was 
the aviatrix. Dyson tried to reach out to her but found it 
difficult to move his limbs against the rush of air. It was 
unnecessary. She turned toward him, riding the air like a 
sky diver, and took hold of his hand. Instantly, their fall 
stopped. Dyson gasped. They were hovering in mid-air. 
Her eyes locked on his and he found himself unable to look 
away as her change began. 
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Above the unending territories of the dream country the 
great white bird flew as she had always flown, her vast 
shadow bringing night in her wake. 

Invisible from the ground, in the warmth of that huge 
snowy breast, nestled Dyson, fingers clinging happily to 
the feathers of the white goddess as her great wings beat 
tireless against the skies and flew into forever. <> 
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Dave Rae, a friend of mine, works for Liverpool City 
Council. A year or so ago, a memo from the Council came 
down to all employees. Dave showed it to me. It was 
essentially a list of words which were deemed to be no 
longer acceptable. These words were Politically Incorrect. 
It was a very long list. Among it were the obvious words - 
chairman, postman, etc. - and many many more. One of 
them was aviatrix. 

Now, the first thing to occur to us was how ludicrously 
unlikely it was that any city employee would ever have 
need to make use of such a glorious anachronism as 
“aviatrix” and Dave and I had many a drunken laugh 
trying to work the word into hypothetical Council 
communications. Secondly, we bemoaned the waste of time, 
energy and tax-payer’s money that went into the production 
of such a thorough list when a general instruction to avoid 
words or phrasing that were redolent of racism or sexism 
would have done the job. 

Thirdly - and this is what's scary - aviatrix is a beautiful 
word and these dickheads wanted to ban it. They wanted to 
remove it from the language because it had a feminine 
ending. It presupposed that there was a difference between 
a male flier and a female one and this was deemed 
unacceptable. Does the phrase “thought-police” occur to 
anyone? One of the primary functions of language is to 
provide us with a set of symbols by which we understand 
the world; to allow us to illuminate the tiniest shades of the 
meaning of things and of the differences between things. 
When any Authority attempts to control language, they are 
really trying to take away your ability to understand, to 
perceive subtle differences, to think. 

A woman dressed in a flying uniform is different than a 
man dressed in a flying uniform. She’s not inferior. She’s 
not superior. But she’s different. And a language that 
denies itself a word to illustrate that difference is a 
crippled language. 

Further - don’t these people have ears? Are they deaf to 
the music of language? Do they not hear that it’s about 
sound as much as it’s about sense? Aviatrix is a gorgeous 
set of sounds even if you don’t know what it means. So 
these arbiters of ideological soundness not only want to 
rob us of subtle shades of meaning, they want to rob us of 
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melody, too. Fuck ‘em. Fuck ‘em all. May they burn in a 
non- creed-specific Hell. 
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_ I wrote “Aviatrix” for several reasons, but one of them 
is to ensure that there are now in the world more pieces of 
paper bearing this beautiful banned word than there used 
to be. The story is dedicated to Dave Rae. 


Peter Atkins 
Los Angeles 
September 1992 
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Like all good stories, Allan Wrightgrig’s began with 
profanity in a temple to cleanliness, and would end amidst 
the detritus of narrowly averted disaster and accusations of 
sexual perversity. 

“Dorm life sucked the royal moose cock.” 

Rationally, Allan knew there was something very wrong 
about thinking a thought like that while paying over five 
gees a year for the privilege of living in MU student 
housing. Father Cooley at St. Gabe’s said jerking off was 
wrong, too. That didn’t stop Allan, either. 

Admittedly, there were things about both that were 
pleasant, masturbation’s appeal being the more obvious. 
Dorm life required more effort, but things like the blond 
sophomore down the hall — and the thing she did with ice 
cubes and Bosco — made it all somewhat easier. The 
hardships that made dormitory living analogous to moose 
genitalia generally sprang to mind sitting in the building’s 
filth-ridden laundry room at three in the morning, 
impatiently waiting to see if anything still resembling 
clothing would emerge from the washing machine in 
wearable condition. This was a very important question 
considering the operating habits of the room’s aged 
equipment, their internal mechanisms turning in a techno- 
rhythm that was also strangely primordial in its ratcheting 
beat. 

The washers were infamous for the endless repetitive 
ritual of their wash and spin cycles, safe from the prying 
eyes of humanity once the lid of the machine locked closed 
after a sacrificial offering of fifty cents had been deposited 
in the appropriate slot. Allan gave a half-hearted tug at the 
machine lid wherein he’d offered his jeans and underwear, 
not surprised when it refused to budge. The washer 
bucked, annoyed at being disturbed in the process of 
mangling his load. Allan leaned over the top of the 
machine and stared intently at the service sticker affixed to 
the side of the washer’s control buttons — “Whistle Clean 
In Just Half An Hour!” — trying to fathom some dark 
secret from it that might actually make the fucker clean his 
clothes. More likely than not, though, he would open the 
top when the thing’s insides stopped their mechanized 
slurping to find his laundry lying in a tub of cold, soapy 
water that had better things to do than drain away. Allan 
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waving their boxes of magic leaning offerings. “What’s a 
little exhaustion?” he asked himself. Besides, being in the 
laundry room alone gave him a chance to really take in the 
surroundings: to enjoy the chipped plaster walls, the 
asbestos falling from the pitted ceiling, the inspired wit of 
the graffiti (“Yo Momma”, a classic favorite). How this 
place of wonders had escaped being listed as a playground 
of the western world was any body’s guess. 

Another ineffectual tug at the washing machine’s cover 
only further resigned Allan to his ugly fate — he would 
have been truly startled if it actually opened. He turned his 
back, intent on treating them with equal contempt, instead 
giving his attention to the row of dryers that ran along the 
far wall. Their circular glass doors glared back at him — 
convex, Cyclopean eyes turning him into a fun-house 
mirror dwarf — as their collective thrummed in a line that 
led to the door out of the little piece of laundry room 
paradise. Inefficient and not very happy robots, Allan 
thought, sci-fi movie rejects who didn’t make it to the final 
cut and were now forever doomed to an existence of drying 
clothes. Allan could almost find it in his heart to feel sorry, 
except that he knew they all had the disquieting habit of 
reaching internal temperatures on par with that of a 
supernova. This resulted not only in burned clothing, but 
often in charred human flesh when a trusting fool tried to 
retrieve his or her fashions and found their hand sizzling in 
contact with slagged metal that used to be a button or a 
zipper. Allan supposed he should be happy greater horrors 
didn’t slither forth from machine that had labels stuck on 
them that read, “Warning: No Padded Bras!” Some 
enterprising youth had scrawled “Racist sexist Pig!” across 
one of the stickers. Allan said a silent thanks to God for 
higher education. 

The dryers spun before him, malicious wheels of 
fortune, each machine daring him to put his wash load 
down as a bet. Winning meant clean, dry laundry...perhaps 
even static free if the machine didn’t gobble the peculiar 
static guard sheet Madison Avenue had convinced America 
they needed to be adding to their cleaning ritual. Losing, 
on the other hand...Allan shuddered inwardly. He already 
had other plans for his next paycheck than buying a new 
wardrobe. His mind weighed the odds as his eyes ran down 
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tried his damnedest to give free reign to positive thinking, 
hoping beyond hope that his clothes would be free of Big 
Apple grime. But seeing as how the Whistle-Clean-In-Just- 
Half-An-Hour Express was now creeping toward an hour- 
fifteen, Allan wasn’t putting his money on an optimistic 
outcome. 

If the damn university wasn’t such a bureaucratic mess, 
Allan thought, he wouldn’t even have to be doing his wash 
at such an abysmal hour. In a stroke of brilliant incentive 
policy, Metropolitan University has promised immediate 
housing to any new student choosing to attend the fall 
semester. Terrific idea, but for two minor points: every 
student on the acceptance list choose to take the school up 
on its offer, and the university had no additional housing 
available anywhere. Their bang up solution had been to 
triple and quadruple most of the existing dorm rooms, so 
most everyone now got to exist in a state of neurotic 
closeness and anxiety-ridden camaraderie. The 
administration was now busy exploring “avenues of 
alternate housing”, but seeing as how they had instigated 
the whole snafu in the first place, Allan’s only real faith 
was in somehow being screwed over by the school yet 
again. 

Of course, as a senior Allan had been fortunate enough 
not to have to participate in this experiment in 
claustrophobia, but he still had to contend with the side 
effects. In a facility normally equipped to house 600 
students, the addition of close to two hundred more bodies 
did nothing to increase any sense of efficiency. Dinner in 
the cafeteria was a nightly trip to the screeching zoo, trying 
to ride an elevator required getting a ticket months in 
advance, and making use of the dorm’s 15 washers and 
dryers had become so much of a chore that most students 
had gotten involved in some kind of retro-punk movement 
because it meant they didn’t need clean clothes. 

Allan had come to enjoy his wardrobe without that 
lived-in-for-several-years look and so had opted instead for 
the late, Late Night with David Laundryman show. Since 
all his classes were in the afternoon and he slept the 
morning away anyhow, it had kinda made sense to do his 
wash load in the semi-peace of the early a.m. hours and 
forego fighting off the semi-human undergraduate hordes 
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the row of chance. Number four was a pretty good deal, 
since it would run for almost an hour on just one quarter. 
Number two was definitely out. It had once gone critical in 
the china syndrome sense, reducing his brand new “Is your 
fly buttoned?” 501 button flies to blackened things — there 
was no other word for what they had become. Farther 
down, number six’ closed glass door fogged with moisture, 
like something was being steamed in an pressure cooker. A 
sickly slurping sound slowly built up from the machine, 
and then suddenly ended to be followed by the dull “thud” 
of something striking the inner drum. Allan mentally saw a 
still wet piece of underwear, left there to ferment and rot, 
finally separating from the top of the inside of the dryer to 
fall to the bottom. Making a mental note to not even go 
near that one, Allan checked it off his list. Hell, check ‘em 
all off. At the rate the washer was gurgling, it would be 
days before he’d have clothes to dry, anyway. 

A jet of steam hissed up from the laundry table in the 
center of the room, quickly condensing around the hot 
metal of Allan’s iron and sizzling away to nothing. They’d 
been through a lot together, battled many a wrinkle in the 
almost four years of Allan’s college life...but lately, he’d 
begun to suspect that short span in a human lifetime might 
be close to a millennium in iron years. Recently, Allan’s 
wrinkle removing buddy had grown temperamental in a 
shorting-out kinda way, showering hot water and sparks 
and superheating until the base glowed an angry red. He 
suspected the short to be somewhere in the power cord, 
and so he checked it every now and again — for what, he 
wasn’t sure, but it was a self-satisfying diligence that had 
become habit. Looking at it now, Allan saw that the wire 
still ran from the appliance to a wall out let and back again. 
At ease with the result of his inspection (and more than a 
little fatigued at his reckless flirt with the dangerous 
unpredictability of a half-mad iron) he slowly turned 
toward the rusted metal plate sunk into the floor by the 
washers. 

Allan knew he should have been past this point by now, 
that the visceral thrill of a boy coming out of high school 
should not carry over to a man about to enter “real” life. 
But mere rationality couldn’t stop him from grasping the 
ring at the front of the plate, heaving upward...and staring 
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in revolted fascination at the hundreds of roaches that 
swarmed in the drainage pit below, a massive communal 
frenzy of alien life. City roaches — tough, hip, cool — 
they didn’t care about being exposed to light, instead 
staring back at Allan boldly, thousands of antennae waving 
in irritation at being disturbed. They flowed and swirled 
over each other in a shit-brown, multi-legged liquid kind of 
way. Allan was reminded of one of those sweeps-week 
news specials about roaches surviving an atomic war while 
humanity turned to toast, and felt a sense of privilege at 
being allowed to co-exist in the presence of a race who 
would probably outlive his own. He let the metal lid slam 
shut. 

The half-eaten candy bar he’d left on top of the washer 
looked good — until the roach skittered out of the open 
wrapper as Allan reached for it. The bug reared up on what 
passed for its haunches, seeming to glare at Allan in 
possessive glee. “Mine, mine, all mine! I’m a greedy 
miser!” Allan heard his mind shout in a Mel Blanc Warner 
Brothers’ cartoon voice. His hand drifted slowly from 
above his tainted treat to come to rest on the box of “Eco- 
Clean” laundry detergent also sitting atop the machine. 
Allan lifted the box slowly...and quickly dumped a 
heaping pile of the powder on top of the insect. 

At the last moment, the roach must have sensed what 
was going to happen because it made a six legged dash to 
the left. It wasn’t enough. White, blue and black-specked 
detergent crashed down to cover the insect. Fighting 
valiantly — for a roach, anyway — it managed to pull 
itself out from under the mass of powder, but the seven 
non-toxic and completely natural cleaning agents had 
already crept under the bug’s skin and done their non-toxic 
and completely natural job. The insect keeled over, gave a 
final antennae twitch, and then twitched no more. An 
impressed Allan wondered if the CIA knew about this 
brand. 

“Ask not for whom the bell tolls, roach,” Allan intoned, 
nudging the insect with the edge of the candy bar that had 
proved to be its fatal desire. “It tolls for thee.” 

KLANG! 

It came from behind Allan, sounded nothing at all like a 
bell, and made the student’s blood run cold as he spun 


around to see what had caused the noise. 

The plate rested not quite right within the edges of the 
drainage pit, wobbling slightly off center. Metal edges 
scraped against the edges of the concrete floor in a seesaw 
motion, creating a warbling in the hollowness below. Allan 
once grasped the ring at the front of the plate, heaved 
upward...and stared down at nothing; the swarm of 
scuttling feet and quivering antennae vanished without a 
trace. Something else from sweeps-week resurfaced in 
Allan’s mind, a tv movie about roaches ganging together to 
take over the world; he dispatched that thought to the 
oblivion where it belonged and let the plate drop. The 
“KLANG!” from moments before reverberated through the 
room for the second time in as many minutes. 

Something pulled ever so slightly at the bottom of 
Allan’s left sneaker. Looking down, he saw he was 
standing in some sort of gelatinous slime, almost clear, 
clinging heavy to the sole as he tried to lift his foot. There 
were a lot of things on the laundry room floor, Allan 
figured, many layers of scum: old chewing gum, spilled 
detergent, the lingering sweat and sensuality of clandestine 
couples who had liked the cheap kinkiness of making it as 
the washers and dryers went round and round and round. 
Yeah, there were a lot of things ground into that cheap 
concrete, but Allan couldn’t begin to guess at the stuff he 
was standing in. 

His eyes caught the glistening trail that led from his foot 
and along the floor toward the row of dryers. It ran to the 
base of dryer number six, and continued up its side before 
ending at the edge of the circular door. Moisture still clung 
heavy on the inside of the glass, a drop running slowly 
down to leave a path of momentary clearness looking 
inward. 

Or looking out. 

A tiny squealing pulled Allan away from Bech: macabre 
thoughts, redirecting his attention to the rat peeking its 
head out from between the machines. Its nose twitched as 
it leaned forward to sniff at the layer of slime, and Allan 
felt a great wave of relief wash over him. Here was an 
ordinary, disgusting, dirty muck-sucking rodent, an old and 
trusted dormitory companion. Allan could deal with a rat. 

“Hey, Templeton,” Allan said conversationally. 
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“Whatcha doin’ lookin’ for cheese down here? You’d 
probably have more fun spreading bacteria in the 
cafeteria.” 

The rat twitched its whiskers, its tail swishing. Allan 
would’ve sworn it was almost agreeing with 
him...especially in light of the dryer door suddenly 
pushing open with a hiss of air rushing inward. 

Or out. 

A tentacle shot down from the opening, all sickly white, 
coming down on top of the rat hard — 

— just like the roach and the detergent, huh, Allan? 
‘Course, the roach didn’t know what was going on...what 
about the rat, Allan? What about you? — 

— Allan watching, slack-jawed, as the sinewy muscle 
twisted itself around the rodent even as it made a move to 
scuttle away. The tentacle raised the rat up on level with 
the door opening as the little animal whipped its tail up and 
around, slapping its captor with the tough, pink flesh. Allan 
silently cheered the rat on as it sunk its jagged teeth into 
the meat of the tentacle. Sinewy muscle bulged once, and 
the top half of the rodent exploded, beady black eyes 
bulging out to ridiculously proportions right before 
detonation. The blood-soaked tentacle snaked back inside 
the machine, and a slurping sound (remarkably like the one 
being made by the washer mangling Allan’s clothes) began 
to emerge from within the ominous dryer. Cold and 
shivering, Allan stumbled back as another tentacle darted 
out and twisted through the air in his general direction. 

The thing pulled itself out of the dryer, the one tentacle 
acting as leverage for three more to grab onto the edge of 
the glass door and suction onto the floor. They flexed, and 
the bulbous pod they were all attached to came slithering 
up to the opening. It filled the circle, pressed against it, 
and, contracting, oozed out of the door to fall to the floor 
with a gruesome sliding sound. Its pale skin was broken up 
by patches of deep purple which flared up and then slid 
back beneath surface. A dark maw in its middle stretched 
wide and Allan saw the pink edge of the rat’s tail resting 
inside. The maw pulled in, and the tail jetted back into the 
creature. Six crab-like legs unfolded from beneath its bulk 
and it began to move slowly toward Allan. 

It kept between him and the laundry room door, Allan’s 
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eyes narrowing warily at the grim knowledge he’d been cut 
off from his only means of escape. His mind double timed 
for an explanation, any rationalization — throw in a little 
rhetoric and you can make sense of anything, isn’t that 
what they taught in Philosophy 101? Hundreds of extra 
students, more than the washers and dryers had ever been 
meant to handle in their mechanical lifetimes; somehow, 
some way, some thing spawns its way to life in one of the 
endless spin cycles the washers go through, birthing from 
the sweat and grime of a shirt or shorts gone months too 
long at the bottom of a laundry bag. Freshman biology 
classes flashed across his brain and Allan saw it, small and 
wriggling, holding tightly to the stretch band of a sock lest 
it plummet to the concrete floor below and perish. Once 
inside the dryer, it began to grow in the unnatural heat; 
flourishing like some horrid lifeform of an early Earth, 
never meant to survive past its first few days in the tropics 
of the forest primeval. 

Overhead fluorescent lights played over the thing as it 
moved, its purples shifting to white and then translucent. 
The colors danced in Allan’s eyes, and a very scheming 
and sly part of him wanted to say, “Isn’t it amazing how 
they just happened to be the same as the Metropolitan 
University school colors?” and, “Isn’t it amazing how you 
can see its insides churning with bits of roach, a piece of 
rat, and a human hand wearing gold jewelry and red nail 
polish?” 

“We are happy to announce our recent program to 
alleviate dormitory crowding is now in full swing, and we 
expect impressive results in the next few weeks,” the 
memo slipped into Allan’s mailbox had begun. “Already, 
MU administration has met with great success in finding 
alternate housing for many students not happy with present 
conditions.” Allan had circular-filed it, not giving it a 
second thought until now. Stalked by a thing maybe 
developed in those great big brick-faced, no-windows 
science buildings where MU administration and maybe 
God knew what went on. Developed there, then slipped 
into laundry rooms all over campus to stretch their 
tentacles and strut their stuff. Frightened as he was, Allan 
had a pretty damn good paranoid idea of just what MU’s 
“recent program” might be and just why the university was 
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suddenly meeting with such great success in the excess 
student population game. 

The thing had come to a rest next to the laundry table; 
seeing it as an obstacle the creature would have trouble 
getting around quickly, Allan made a run for the door and 
sweet salvation. Hissing tentacles caught him midway and 
wrapped themselves tight as they began dragging him 
across the floor. 

Allan struggled, the rational part of him revolted at the 
thing’s touch; the irrational part screamed at the 
incomprehensibility of flesh-eating monsters on college 
campuses. In the pit that was the laundry room, there was 
no one to hear his cries. 

Its “mouth” stretched wide as it pulled Allan in close, 
and the student focused on his only hope, a stainless steel 
possibility of living long enough to make it to graduation. 
The tentacles rolled against his skin, a foul smell rising 
from the creature’s slavering maw. Allan said the only 
prayer he’d said since he came to college, the quickest 
prayer, the best one ever. 

His arm shot out, his hand latching on to the plastic 
handle of his iron. He pulled hard and it came to him, the 
plug wrenching free of the socket, a spark shooting up the 
cord at the break in the connection — 

— “See?” Allan said to himself, insanely detached. 
“The shot was in the cord!” — 

— shocking Allan’s arm. Steam jetted up viciously from 
the appliance, a cloud of pure mechanical vengeance, and 
through the cloud of white the device glowed a fiery red. 
Allan brandished it toward the creature, a 20th century 
makeshift Excalibur ready to do battle. Sensing something, 
the thing flexed its appendages to quickly pull Allan into 
its hungry orifice. Allan was quicker, throwing the seething 
iron straight into the beast’s purplish center. 

Hot water splashed, scalding Allan’s skin as the iron 
flew forward, a hot knife cutting effortlessly through the 
moldy butter of the thing. It screeched, a horrid mewling 
that rattled the metal plates of the washers and dryers. Its 
tentacles uncoiled reflexively, Allan flying back across the 
room to crash into the row of washers. One machine tipped 
back, tipped forward, spilling the box of “Eco-Clean” 
detergent into his lap. 


Obscene fluids filled with half-digested matter dripped 
out of the slash mark in the creature, its edges blackened 
and bubbling. Its crab-legs tensed, purple color rushing 
together at the top of the beast to form a purple torch of 
pain and retribution. It charged at Allan. 

In the space of a second, Allan’s world view narrowed, 
his perception becoming startling clear. Whether it was 
crawling insects to be toyed with and killed, or hellish 
spawns of this motherless university, it all had to be treated 
the same. He threw the box of detergent straight into the 
thing’s mouth. 

White, blue and black specks showered up out of the 
box and down into the creature. Where they fell, it’s 
doughy flesh twisted and charred away. Screaming and 
flopping, it barreled right into the still hot iron that half- 
severed one of the tentacles. It hung limply, jerking 
sporadically as the thing mewled in agony — 

— “And failure, maybe?” Allan couldn’t help thinking 
as he watched in amazement — 

— its three remaining appendages twisting around each 
other. Freeing themselves from their entanglement, they 
stretched across the room and suctioned onto the edge of 
dryer number six’s door. Pulling with a tremendous effort, 
the limbs moved the thing a few inches, a trail of its insides 
leaking out behind. The unnatural muscles pulled again, 
and the thing jerked forward to slam into the base of the 
machine. Once more, and the creature slimed up the 
outside to fall into the opening. A tentacle attached itself to 
the door and pulled it closed from the inside. 

Allan’s mind raced. He knew MU, knew they had too 
much experience at screwing students over big-time, for 
their mascot to give us this easily. It had crawled back to 
its corner to heal its wounds, Allan was sure of that; when 
it had, it was gonna come out swinging with all four 
tentacles just as good as new. And Allan was out of “Eco- 
Clean”. He could run, he should, but the moisture was 
already running hot and heavy inside the glass door of 
dryer number six, and the door was starting to open... 

Leaping across the room, his hands reaching deep into 
one pocket after another of his pants, searching, searching. 
“Damn it all to hell!” he screamed to no one in particular, 
tears he didn’t even know about streaming down his face. 
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“Where the fuck is it?!” 

He slammed violently into the door of the dryer as the 
creature pushed hard from the inside, eager to return to the 
task at tentacle. The “No Padded Bras” sticker loomed in 
Allan’s face; yeah, no padded bras, he heard himself 
capering, and no half-eaten body parts, and no living 
nightmares. His right hand dug down deep into his front 
pocket one final time — and found the silvered token of 
brighter skies for tomorrow that he’d been desperate for. 
The creature pushed the door open, its strength growing 
every second. Allan growled, his teeth bared and eyes 
screwed shut as he put everything he had into countering 
the thing’s escape. He heard the door click shut, felt the 
force from inside beginning again, stronger still. 

“To hell with this school,” he snarled, and slammed the 
quarter into the machine’s coin slot, pushing it hard to start 
the dryer. 

The drum inside began to spin, pulling the thing inside 
off balance and away from the door. It thumped about, its 
weight sounding off the hollowness of the interior. Allan 
threw his hand viciously against the heat control, the metal 
bar cutting into his skin as it went from the lowest setting 
straight to the highest, hottest one the machine had to offer. 

A flare of light exploded through the glass window of 
the door, and Allan heard the muffled cry of as the dryer’s 
heat sucked at the thing’s perverted life. Flames flashed 
momentarily before dark, acrid smoke clouded the view. 
The thumping became weaker, and the machine shuddered 
to a stop, metal plates rattling against the floor, chipping 
more uneven spots into the pitted concrete. 

Allan slumped down onto the bench at the table, 
coughing at the bitter smoke that had begun to roil through 
the air of the room. 

“What the fuck is goin’ on here?!” 

Barney, the dorm maintenance man, stood in the 
doorway, a distrustful sneer on his face as he studied Allan. 
The older man ran one grimy hand across his nose and then 
wiped it on his “What are you looking at asshole?” t-shirt. 
Scratching his crotch with a little too much attention to 
detail, he sauntered over to dryer number six; smoke 
billowed out to hit him in the face as he wrenched the door 
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“Son of bitchin’ cocksucker!” he choked out between 
spewing a large wad of phlegm onto the floor. Stooping 
down, he looked into the darkness inside the dryer. He 
pulled a bandanna out of his back pocket, wrapping it 
around his hand. Reaching into the machine, he pulled out 
what was left of the creature: a shriveled, rubbery thing 
that threw off a searing smoke from the blackened patches 
that ran across its surface. 

“What’s the matter with you, stupid fuckin’ kid?!” 
Barney bitched at Allan. He threw the thing he’d pulled out 
of the dryer into the trash can in the corner. “Can’t you 
read?!” He pointed at the label on the dryer. “‘No padded 
bras!“ Open contempt filled Barney’s face as he looked 
over Allan. “You gotta thing for wearin’ bras, that’s your 
problem! But don’t put “em in these dryers!” He spit again 
and headed out the door, mumbling, “You be lucky if the 
buildin’ manager don’t hear about you and your bras, you 
just see...” 

An uncaring Allan watched the man go. The absolute 
silence in the room made him become suddenly alert, and 
he looked over to the row of washers. The one with his 
clothes in it had stopped. He hurried over, lifting the 
machine’s lid. 

As the adrenaline flowed out of his system, a thousand 
thoughts clamored for attention in Allan’s mind. Visions of 
everyone believing him, calling him a hero...of no one 
believing him and being on the cover of the “Weekly 
World News”; mental images of being kicked out of the 
dorm for putting a padded bra in a dryer...of rumors of his 
fetish for women’s undergarments plaguing his future. But 
looking down into the washing machine, staring blankly at 
his wash load soaking in a tub of cold and soapy water, one 
thought sang out to him above all others. 

“Dorm life really sucked the royal moose cock.” <> 


| don’t honestly remember when the camps began, 
mostly because we used to call them hospitals. There are 
four kinds of camp-hospitals that I know of, but there 
could be more. Reliable information is hard to come by 
where I’m being kept. Doctors call it ‘the first degree 
ward.’ The fourth degree camps are the worst. People, 
those infected with the virus, are put there to die and be 
studied. Some say that they, the Doctors, don’t even give 
them medication anymore. I pray that’s not true. 

The other camps drop in degree from that. The third is 
for those who have tested positive with occasional signs of 
fourth degree symptoms like sores or prolonged colds and 
such. The second kind of camp is for those who have tested 
HIV-positive, but show no signs of illness. My camp, the 
first and sometimes I think the worst degree, is for people 
who are known to be sexually promiscuous, but have no 
trace of HIV. I have been sentenced to eight years. If, in 
that time, my blood shows no sign of HIV, they tell me I'll 
be free again, but under close watch. I’ve been here for 
five years, and I haven’t felt the touch of another human 
once in all that time. That is the only common thread 
throughout the camps. Everyone is isolated from each 
other, and the Doctors, when they come to run tests, wear 
bright white body suits, rubber gloves and for some 
unexplainable paranoid reason, gas masks. The only 
doctor-like thing about them are the stethoscopes around 
their necks. 

There’s no way of knowing how many camps there are, 
though most would guess there are thousands, and that’s 
not counting Europe. Nobody knows what’s happening 
over there. Millions are dead and sex is what the 
government and Doctors blame. To them it doesn’t matter 
how safe you are, like I was. If you are having sex with 
more than one person, no matter what the space of time or 
the precautions you take, they will take you to court and 
ten times out of ten, you will be sent to one of the camps. 

I was sentenced for having sex with someone that I had 
not known for over six months. That’s another one of the 
many rules. Everyone, even married couples, is required to 
have their blood checked once every two months. Those 
living out of wedlock are watched like hawks, with heavy 
fines for any even slightly suspicious behavior, like kissing 
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in public. They say that promotes free love and arouses 
sexual urges. If you are bisexual, gay or lesbian, you are an 
outlaw and if found out, you are automatically sentenced to 
one of the camps. 

In case you are wondering how I know all this, we are 
supplied with newspapers, magazines and there is a 
television in each of our cells. Also, there is a courtyard 
outside with individual corridors of plexiglass with 
thousands of tiny holes so that we can speak to the other 
“patients” without the “risk” of contact. The men are 
absolutely separated from the women and if you are a 
known homosexual you are only allowed to fraternize with 
the sex which does not attract you. There is one other rule 
when in the courtyard and there are plenty of guards to 
catch you breaking it; absolutely no talk that can, will or 
even possibly arouse in a sexual manner. Somehow, as the 
fear and paranoia of the authorities has grown, in what I 
imagine to be their growing horror that the virus is out of 
control, even talk of love or friendship is considered sexual 
and thereby illegal. 

But the absence of the spoken word has done little to 
falter the energy that sex and love create. And this is what 
my story is really about. 

There are basic facts to know. I’m male, white with 
brown gray spotted hair and brown eyes that have slivers 
of green in them. I’m twenty-seven. Nothing else really 
matters except that I have a dick and a heart and I miss, 
more than I can attempt to describe, the words, touches and 
feelings of human contact. They may have made it taboo to 
discuss ideas, images and actions that can singly boil to the 
surface of true pleasure. Possibly love, devotion, but 
nothing can stop an imagination. Nothing can stop 
recalling the past and its adventures ready for recall. 

At first I would lie in the darkness of my cell-room at 
night and feel my dick growing hard at thoughts of ideal 
lust and perfect beauty. Hard bodies with nothing but their 
bodies to give. But as these fantasies persisted, my erections 
became soft, and the chance of orgasm faded. Was I 
succumbing to the propaganda that the new laws had 
created? On the worst nights when I failed to even arouse 
my penis, I was terrified that I’d simply lost the feeling, the 
need that only months before came to me without effort. 
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I fell into a brief time when just the touch of my hands 
could bring me to climax. I would erase my mind and 
concentrate on the warmth and the touch of flesh against 
flesh. Sometimes I could totally separate my hand from my 
penis, making them two separate pleasure-seeking beings. 
My mind stood far in the distance, doing all the work but 
benefiting ten times over. This was hard to do and, with the 
guards stomping back forth outside my door, sometimes 
nearly impossible. One method almost always worked 
when distractions crowded in. I would slide one arm 
underneath my thigh so that I was sitting on it at the edge 
of my bunk. The blood would drain from my arm making it 
completely numb, as alien as another person’s arm and 
hand. My fantasies would flow free and range from 
innocence to lurid lust and for one instant, when I climbed 
to orgasm, it almost felt like someone was doing it to me, 
like another hand was gently beating the cum from inside 
me. Then I would climax and the wet would splash on the 
tile floor and on my feet. All the lust, the want, the distant 
affection and the pain of what I really missed would 
splatter with my semen. More often than not, I cried as I 
wiped every trace of my pleasure from the floor. 
Masturbation is punishable by one month in total solitude. 

I wonder what is happening on the outside. Do they feel 
like me, like us? I never thought so much about sex until it 
became taboo, until they locked me away for it. Now I 
walk the courtyard covering an insistent rock-hard erection 
with crossed hands, and I wonder if, under different 
circumstances, my mind and body could be put to better 
use. I wonder if this person punished into being 
uncontrollably sexual is me. 


Two weeks after my fifth year inside the camp my 
dreams began to show me flashing scenes of the act that 


had led to my imprisonment: I am at a bar, a small, modest . 


and plain establishment fitting all the requirements for non- 
enticement business; drink limits, music without suggestive 
messages and city virus police. They wore uniforms like 
the doctors of the camps except in black with official 
patches crossing their shoulders, guns and strange hearing 
exhilarated devices over their ears. Talk at the bar was 
strained, but if you knew how to get your feelings across 
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without raising police suspicion, they were a minor 
blockade. I thought I knew how, and so did Arial. We were 
both dead wrong. 

I’d sat down casually, not even looking her way, one seat 
over at the bar. I felt the energy, the warmth vibrating 
between us at once, and somehow, I knew she did also. I 
sat there at least an hour, sipping my rationed alcohol, just 
feeling and relishing the tension that could turn into lust. 
Not once did either of us look at each other. The eyes of 
the police were hard on our backs. The bartender was 
jumpy and nervous. He felt the interaction building at his 
bar, and for him there were risks as well. I let the tension 
build until a breakpoint, then left my stool for the 
bathroom. 

But, before I did that, I managed to leave behind a slip 
of paper with my address on it. As I stood and turned I saw 
Arial’s hand fall across it. In the bathroom I pissed, slowly 
washed my hands then left the bathroom. The woman was 
gone. That meant nothing, but bothered me just the same. 
These games we were forced to play worked my nerves. 
Did she get my note? Was she on her way to my place? 
Was she, herself, in the restroom? There was no way to 
know, so I left the bar and headed home. 

At my apartment I waited, trying not to get my hopes up. 
I chain-smoked cigarettes standing at the window 
overlooking the dark empty streets below. After an hour 
my spirits began to wane, disappointment fell over me 
though I really didn’t want to admit it. It was part of the 
game after all. Then, behind me, there was a light, cautious 
tapping at my apartment door. 

With my head turned to the door I closed the blinds of 
the window, then nervously stepped toward the door as the 
tapping came again a bit faster, a little less filled with 
caution. I remember my heart pounding and the heat 
growing between my legs. It had been a long time, too 
long. I opened the door. 

It was her, the woman from the bar. She stood in the 
hallway close to the crack I’d opened, frowning. “Hello,” 
she said, “I got your note. May I come in?” She tried 
weakly to smile but her face just twisted the frown further. 

“Please,” I said as I opened the door and stepped out of 
her path. “I’m so glad you came.” 
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The apartment was filled to capacity with tension of 
every imaginable kind. I stood nervously by the door after 
I’d locked it and watched her remove her overcoat. She 
was thin like me, but smaller by a few inches. Her hair was 
straight, dirty blonde leaning more toward the brown in the 
dim light of my apartment. With her jacket off, she stood 
straight, rigid and her eyes fell on me and moved up and 
down my body the way mine had over hers. A light smile 
grew across her mouth and easily, uncontrollably, I 
returned the gesture. She was lovely. Evidently, it seemed, 
she felt the same about me. The few feet we stood apart 
suddenly seemed intolerable. 

“My name’s Arial,” she said. 

“Stewart.” I began walking toward her, and thankfully, 
she toward me. ' 

We met at the center of the room immediately 
embracing, holding tight. A sigh came over her and I knew 
that the feelings, pain and need were with her too. Arial. I 
remember loving that name at that moment. It was perfect. 

After I don’t know how long, her hold on me loosened 
the slightest bit. “Do you have everything?” she whispered. 

“Yes,” I said pulling back to see her face. “And more,” I 
added with a smile. 

I released her then, and walked over to the corner of the 
room where there was a box. It was fairly large, but light. I 
brought the box over in front of her and opened it, 
revealing its contents. There were condoms, of both the 
older variety and the newer larger coverage area kind. 
There were rubber gloves, oral pads and a large roll of thin 
plastic wrap. I watched Arial as she scanned the box with 
approval. 

This time she came to me. The light smile was stuck on 
her lips and made it impossible for me not to do the same. 
Her hand moved up my shirt and she began plucking away 
the row of buttons. I reached around the back of hers and 
began doing the same. The erection that had been growing 
for awhile was at near breakpoint. It had just been too 
damn long. Within minutes we were standing naked in 
front of each other, my dick standing on end pointing to the 
ceiling. I could feel the numbness crawling through my 
thighs as I stared at her breasts and down her tight stomach 

and further to a patch of pubic hair that neared perfection. 
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Arial reached out with one finger extended. She placed 
the finger onto the shaft of my penis and I came at once, 
fountaining thick white onto me, the floor and Arial’s 
hand. I looked up at her, my face twisted and sorry, but she 
stood there smiling wiping her hand with my shirt. 

“Tt’s okay,” she said, “We have lots of time.” 

I recovered from the embarrassment quickly. I cleaned 
off the floor, then asked her to lie down on the carpet in 
front of my couch. Knowing she was watching me } 
reached slowly into the box and pretended to be looking 
for something. I turned my head toward her and removed 
the roll of plastic wrap and a pair of rubber gloves. 

I slid on the gloves as I knelt between Arial’s spread legs 
and placed the roll of plastic wrap beside us. Her head was 
back now, her eyes half closed. Her chest was heaving up 
and down as her breath reached an audible level. Gloves on 
tight, I ran the backs of my fingers up inside her thighs, 
stopping just before touching her vulva. Her back arched 
off the carpet. She groaned with pleasure and I began to 
feel the numbing tingle building again in my groin. I 
repeated this motion several times, each time moving 
closer to her vagina. Her groaning became louder and her 
torso twisted in anticipation. 

Finally, my dick fully erect again, I let my gloved hand 
rub against her flesh and hair. She was wet, so wet that I 
remember my hand slipped farther than I’d intended it to. 
The tip of my middle finger brushed over her clitoris, 
which was hard, and Arial arched again, her buttocks 
leaving the ground, her legs tightening, showing hard 
muscle. I did it again, just brushing over the hard spot. She 
reacted the same again, this time she dragged her nails into 
the carpet. I glanced up at her face. She was smiling. Using 
my left hand I gently placed my fingers on the opposite 
folds of flesh and pulled them apart enough to expose her 
clitoris to the open air. With my right, I slid the tip of my 
index finger over the small hard fleshy clit. She let out a 
loud breathy grown and as I continued to stroke I sped up. 
Suddenly her breath was in rhythm with my fingers’ 
movements and her thighs began to tremble, her head 
moved side to side and her stomach rose and fell. Her legs 
went from trembling to noticeable shaking, her fingers 
scraped through the carpet and she let out a long steady 
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rasping moan of delight. I pulled my finger away and sat 
back watching her lie there enjoying her pleasure until her 
breathing steadied and she looked up at me sitting there 
and smiled. 

She pushed herself up on her elbows, keeping her eyes 
locked on mine. “Put on a condom,” she said, her smile 
turning to a playful smirk. 

I mimicked her smirk, and shook my head. “Not yet,” I 
said, “There’s still more.” I reached for the roll of plastic 
wrap. 

She remained braced up on her elbows watching me. 
While I pulled off about a foot of plastic, she glanced down 
at my penis. “Well, at least give me a pair of gloves.” 

She slid on the gloves and sat forward grasping my dick 
with both hands. The touch of her hands sent a shiver up 
my spine and I let out a groan not unlike hers. As she did 
this she looked into my eyes, then to the wrap in my hand 
then back to me. I smiled and raised the plastic to my lips, 
Rubbing my penis slowly, she moved her lips to mine, the 
plastic dividing us, and we kissed. We both pushed hard 
against each other and, as we did this, for some reason we 
opened our eyes. Tears were welling in her eyes, and I felt 
what she was feeling and our lips separated. Her hands fell 
away from my penis. Now tears were running down my 
cheeks and we just held each other. 

After a while the tears stopped and the warmth returned 
to the room. Arial began stroking my penis and balls and 
the erection that I had lost returned with a vengeance. She 
ran her naked lips against my ear and in a low whisper she 
said, “I want you inside me, Stewart.” She leaned over, 
reaching into the box and came out with a condom. She 
unwrapped it, still with gloved hands, and unrolled it 
tightly around my erection. It was the total coverage type 
which made absolutely sure there was no genital contact. It 
had a large flap at its base that covered me from navel to 
just below my testicles. Because of its size it required a 
strap that connected in back above my buttocks. Arial 
strapped it with her face against my dick, and as she did 
that she took me in her mouth. She moved in me and out a 
few times building me that much harder, then she leaned 
back pulling me to the carpet on top of her. 

She used her hands to guide me to her vagina and once 
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there, let me slide in as she lay back. We both sighed in 
unison as I moved completely inside her. She pushed softly 
with her hips and with every stroke we sighed and moaned 
together. We did that a long time, just slowly moving back 
and forth. Our heads were side by side and the temptation 
to kiss bare-lipped was too great, so I pushed myself up by 
my arms and stared at her face and her body moving 
beneath me. That was when the door came crashing open. 

There was the noise of wood shattering and feet 
stamping and lights flashing. Police dressed in black, some 
in white, all covered head to toe in “protective” gear 
rushed into the room grabbing at us with gloved hands, 
pulling us apart. I felt my penis ripped from inside Arial as 
it shriveled from terror. There were at least twelve of them 
inside the small room in seconds, each attacking their 
various tasks. Five of them just kept guns pointed at us. 
They were horrible sexless monsters. That was all I could 
remember thinking. That and that I wanted to hold Arial 
again, just for a moment. But they had her pinned face 
down as far as they could from me. Then two of them did 
the same to me. 

While they had me pinned several things happened. First 
they took blood from me, and I assume from Arial because 
she was screaming that they were hurting her. Then a gas- 
masked face appeared in front of mine. In his hand was a 
small card from which he read, “You have the right to 
remain silent.” Then he disappeared and I heard him 
reading the same thing to Arial, but she went on screaming. 

They took all of the protection items off me using cold 
steel tongs and placed each in plastic containers. It all 
seemed to go on for hours on end. Finally, they cuffed my 
hands behind my back and made me sit up leaning me 
against my couch. To my horror I watched as three of the 
virus police walked Arial out the door. She wore only a 
clear plastic sheet with her hands also cuffed. Two of the 
cops had guns on her, the other carried containers with 
blood, rubber and plastic in them. In the hall she turned her 
head just enough to see me looking over at her, then one of 
the cops shoved her out of sight. I never saw or heard of 
her again. 

Before I could take this in, another masked face 
appeared in front of me. This one wore white with red 
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crosses on either shoulder. Around his neck was a 
stethoscope. He was part of the Med-Corps. He leaned 
close to my face asking me to open my mouth. When I did 
he inspected it using a pen-light and nodded. Then he 
leaned slightly closer asking me to tilt my head back when 
his groin accidentally brushed against my leg. He had an 
erection, and knew at once that I’d noticed. He jumped 
back, but kept his eyes on me. I could see them clearly 
through the visor of his mask. They were pure radiant blue. 

Then he stood and yelled to the others in the room, 
“Okay, this one’s ready to go.” 

They took me out the same way as Arial, hands cuffed, 
naked, covered only by a clear plastic sheet. The streets 
outside were remarkably empty. I mean, there was nobody 
out. The only people I spotted as they threw me into the 
police wagon were two: a man staring between cracks in 
his blinds and the Med-Corps doctor with the erection 
standing across the street amongst others dressed in white. 
I saw that he was looking my way, but that was all I saw 
before they threw me into the back of the windowless 
black bed of the wagon. 


I was brought to a building. I don’t know where, but it 
was outside the city. There were trees and hills in the 
distance. The only people I saw were gas-masked police, 
medics and officials. That was the first time I ever saw an 
official, they with their suits and ties, clashing completely 
with their masks. The building itself was plain, tall with 
few window and large steel doors. I thought at the time this 
was what I had heard to be a hospital-camp. I was wrong, it 
was only the court house. 

My trial was a farce. So much so, I had to actually fight 
back a grin during procedures. I was placed at first into a 
small bare room where there was only one chair and a 
small wooden table. I was given forms. They told me to fill 
them out. I did, lying because I knew the truth would only 
hurt me more. Then when I was finished with that I was 
escorted, naked, at gun point, to a large room where seven 
officials wearing gas masks lined a long decorative table. I 
was placed before them, my hands down before me 
covering my cock, and one by one they looked me over, 
then down to the papers before them. This lasted about five 
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minutes, then one of them stood gathering the papers from 
the other six, and looked up at me, his eyes barely visible 
through his tinted visor. 

I remember the feeling of my stomach dropping as he 
spoke my sentence. “You have been found guilty of 
violating section thirteen of the United States Sex Act. 
Fortunately your blood has come out negative, therefore 
you, Stewart Hart Ryker, are sentenced to the mandatory 
punishment of no less than eight years in a Degree One 
Hospital facility. If at that time your blood shows no sign 
of HIV, you will be released on probation.” 

And that was that. Before I could even close my mouth I 
was dragged out of that room and brought along a long 
empty hall, the end of which I could only make out as a 
tiny open rectangle. Then as we neared, I could smell the 
night air outside rushing into the hall. At the end of the hall 
there was no outside for me to see. Directly at the foot of 
the open exit was a ramp leading up into the back of 
another truck. This one was different though. It had in it a 
cot that resembled a hospital bed. It had four restraining 
straps, one for each limb, and a fifth for the head. 

One of the police pushed me down onto the bed and told 
me to turn over onto my back. I did, and they proceeded to 
tie me down, head, hands and feet, one stood over me with 
a shotgun aimed at my face. After they finished they 
backed off, making way for a white-dressed Med-Corps 
doctor. He knelt down beside me, a syringe in his hand. He 
nodded, his mask bouncing slightly from the movement. 

“This will help you sleep,” he said. “You have a long 
trip ahead of you.” 

The last thing I remember was the prick of the needle, 
and the vibrating sensation of the trucks engine revving. 


When I woke I was in the cell-room that I would spend 
eight years inside. My head was throbbing and as I reached 
to rub the ache I found that they had shaved my head. My 
legs and arms were sore. At first I had trouble even 
standing. But soon, after pacing the small space repeatedly, 
my strength came back. I noticed that there were more 
puncture marks on the bottoms of each of my forearms. 
God only knew what they did to me while I slept. At that 
point nothing could have surprised me. 
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And nothing would surprise me again for the following 
five years. The routine was so strict. Meals were slid under 
my door like clockwork. I had no window, so I assumed 
the first one meant it was morning and the last, night. 
Newspapers and magazines fresh off the presses came 
twice a week, and cigarettes once a week, but no matches. 
For a light I would have to rap on my door three times 
slowly. If I was lucky the small viewing window in my 
door would open and a gloved hand would come through it 
with a lit match burning. 

Twice a week, while our cells were searched and 
cleaned, I was let out into the courtyard of plexiglass 
corridors. There I would usually jog back and forth in the 
fifty yard space until called back. Occasionally though I 
would chat with one of the two people in the neighboring 
corridors. The conversations were always strained and 
uninforming because we always knew we were being 
watched and listened to. 

“Nice day, isn’t it?” one guy would say to me. 

“Yes, it is.” I’d usually return. Then we would frown at 
each other and I would continue running like a rat in the 
simplest of mazes. 

There was one fellow inmate that I enjoyed seeing 
though. His name was Paul Carmichael. Paul always 
seemed to be happy. He also jogged and on the rare 
occasion that we were in neighboring lanes he would wink 
and make faces at me as we passed each other. When he 
would finish running, which was about the same as me, a 
hundred laps, we would talk until we were called back in. 

He was older than me. He told me thirty-four, but he 
looked older with his bald strip dividing his ash blonde 
hair. (They let us grow back our hair after the first shave.) 
His body was in excellent shape like most of the inmates 
who had nothing better to do than exercise. But unlike the 
others, conversations with him, even about the most 
mundane things, seemed to carry a subtext that kept my 
interest. 

“So, Stewart, you been keeping up with the news?” he 
asked, the tiny holes in the glass separating us adding an 
odd quality to his deep voice. 

“Yeah, things seem good on the outside.” 

Paul would step back and gave a little laugh. “Good. 
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Hell, no crime, no drugs, drastic steps are solving 
pollution. I’d say things have turned into a fucking utopia!” 

He’d slipped, and we both knew it. A voice boomed 
over the loud speaker. “Patient 1234 and 3425, disperse 
immediately. You are in violation of lurid use of 
language!” 

And that was that. It would be a long time until I would 
see Paul again, and they cut off my cigarettes for two 
months. I couldn’t get what Paul had said out of my mind. 
I looked at the news with a closer eye after that. I realized I 
was looking for something. I was looking for something 
bad. Anything. I went back over papers I had stacked under 
my bunk. Page after page was the same, good, good and 
more good. Sure there were financial ups and downs, 
stories of tragic fires, and the constant stream of “sex” 
“criminals” caught. But where were the murders, the rapes 
and drugs that were there when I was outside? Where were 
the tensions between foreign nations? Where was the 
hatred that had embodied the news media when I was out? 

Was it possible that things had changed that much in 
only five years? 


Six months into my fifth year I realized it had been 
weeks since my last erection, or for that matter thoughts of 
sex. I was sitting in my cell, and as soon as the thought 
came, I felt blood rushing heated into my dick. Soon I had 
a hard-on like it was the first one ever, so hard it hurt. 
Harder than the moment Arial had touched me with her 
finger. That thought made me even harder. Outside my cell 
room I heard footsteps pass. I waited until they were gone. 
When they were, my erection was still there and calling. 
But then the footsteps passed again. Somebody was pacing 
outside my room. 

I froze up and my hard-on wilted as I listened to the steps 
pass and come back outside my door, each time quicker, 
closer. There were fifty odd other rooms outside mine, but I 
knew the focus of this pacing was on mine. The spiral of 
steps stopped outside my door, and there was silence. I sat 
there on the edge of my bunk staring nervously at the tiled 
floor. A tap came from the door, lightly, but enough to make 
me jump. Since when did the Med-Corps and guards 
knock? Never, and suddenly I was scared, really scared. 


Keys jangled outside. I heard the lock click and slide. 
The door swung open like a wisp of wind, and there stood 
a Med-Corps doctor wearing black with his red crosses 
emblazoned across his shoulders. He was high-ranking. On 
his epaulets were two shining silver stars. There was also 
one single star on the forehead of his mask. I relaxed to see 
that he was Med-Corps. It was obviously time for me to 
give blood, and I began to roll up my sleeve. 

He said, “Hello.” 

I jerked my head up toward him. It was strictly 
forbidden for patients to talk to guard or Med-Corps. Now 
I was really scared. 

Again he said, “hello,” and took one step toward me 
pushing the door closed behind him. 

I turned away from him, and nodded my head. I couldn’t 
bring myself to speak. I was too afraid it was a trick, a test. 
Things like this happened before. One time, early on, a 
bored guard asked me a question. When I responded, he 
reeled back and smashed his gloved fist into my face. The 
other guards laughed. After that, even if spoken to, I never 
answered, and I’d gotten hit once or twice for that, too. 

He took another step toward me. I sat on my bunk, my 
legs tight together with my hands jammed between my 
knees. I felt like I was shrinking, shriveling away, and I 
realized I was trembling. My only thought was to just 
listen. He was just standing there, silent, unmovable, but I 
could feel his eyes on me. 

Then there was an open package of cigarettes in my 
face. “Cigarette?” he said. I took one. He handed me a 
match. I took them, lighting the smoke without looking up. 

“It’s okay to talk,” he said. “There’s no one else around. 
I cleared the hall.” 

I shrugged. 

“T run this compound now. I...” he trailed off. 

I was tempted to look up. He was trying to say 
something and the strain of it was clear in his voice, even 
muffled as it was through the mask. “I’ve wanted to meet 
you for some time,” he went on, “Ever since...I arrested 
you.” 

That’s when I looked up. And as my head spun, my 
brain raced through the lost files of my memory. Before I 
completed the turn toward his face, I knew who he was, 
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and I was right. His blue eyes were as bright as the day of 
my arrest. The day this blue-eyed man had taken my blood 
and his erection had rubbed against my thigh. 

“Hello,” he said again, this time adding a nod. 

I hesitated. “Hello,” I said. 

He seemed relieved, his chest seemed to deflate, and a 
heavy filtered sigh came through the mask. “Mind if I sit?” 
he asked me, gesturing to a chair near my bunk. I just 
shook my head. He took the seat and as he sat down he 
reached behind his head and began to unstrap the mask. I 
felt my eyes bulging in shock. In seconds he was pulling 
the mask off his face. I stared, forgetting the cigarette that 
was burning away between my fingers. When he got it all 
the way off he said, “Whew!” and threw the mask onto my 
card table desk. 

He had black hair, so black it could have been fake. His 
skin was pale but with tints of color in his cheeks and 
darkness beneath his eyes. He was very handsome and, 
even at the time, as scared as I was, very impressive. I’d 
say he was in his early thirties, but his features defied his 
age in both directions. 

He took his time as he lit a cigarette for himself, then 
inhaled deeply, exhaling almost immediately. Then he 
leaned back in the chair, looked me right in the eyes, and 
smiled, “I guess I really scared the shit out of you, didn’t 
I?” he asked. 

“You still are.” I said honestly. 

He nodded, started to speak, then stopped and I saw he 
was trying to figure out exactly what to say. He turned his 
bright eyes toward the ceiling, then back to me. “This is a 
very risky and difficult thing I’m doing here. Can you 
understand that?” 

I nodded. 

“There are several reasons why I’m here right now. One 
is selfish, but the others concern all of us. Do you 
understand? Please ask me questions. Really, I don’t mind 
at all.” 

I looked into his face for a good long moment. Don’t ask 
me how, but I trusted him. Part of it was his manner, his 
voice, but more than anything I knew he was attracted to 
me and betrayal wasn’t on his agenda. “The gas-mask,” I 
said, You took it off. Aren’t you afraid of being infected?” 
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“No,” he said quickly and plainly. “There is no risk of 
transmitting the virus in our breath.” 

“But then why do you all wear them?” 

“Because it’s the law,” he said. “There are a lot of them 
now, more than when they brought you in here.” He 
stopped and shook his head. “Did you know that citizens 
are required to wear the masks now?” 

I shook my head. “But how?” 

“Surgeon General,” he said and slumped over, running 
his hands through his hair. “There are things happening 
you wouldn’t believe. Things I’ve only recently learned 
because of these.” he said gesturing to his stars. 

I cut in, “Why me?” 

He looked into my face. He tried to smile. “The first 
reason I think you already know,” he said and his cheeks 
flushed red. I nodded, saying it was okay. He took a breath. 
“You, your case is typical of the thousands I’ve 
are noe in. You were arrested for a sex crime, right?” 

“Rig it” 

“Well, I’ve come to believe that you, and many others, 
should not have been arrested. I’ve read your file. You and 
the young woman were safe. You took every precaution 
that one could, but still, because of the laws as they are, 
you’re in here, and...” he stopped, looking away from me. 

“What? What is it?” I said, just a little panicked. 

“T can’t tell you too much right now.” He stood up. “I 
will, but give me time. Remember, I’m as scared as you 
are ” 


Then a remarkable thing happened. He removed his 
right hand glove and extended his hand to me. I smiled and 
slowly took hold of it. We both smiled. “My name is 
Elijah.” 

“Stewart.” 

“I know.” He smiled and our hands parted. 

I watched as he put his mask over his head and made his 
way back to the door. He turned to me as he opened it. 
“Act as you always have. You don’t know me and I don’t 
know you. I’ll come back as soon as I’m able. Keep the 
cigarettes.” He turned and was gone. 

I sat in the same place I’d been all along, stunned, 
listening to Elijah’s footsteps recede, and I wasn’t scared 
any more. 


I didn’t sleep that night, not one second. All I could do 
was lie on my bunk staring and thinking about what he’d 
said. And what was it he’d stopped himself from saying? 
Christ, I still wasn’t convinced it wasn’t all some kind of 
trick. The only fact that was swaying me was that I really 
felt his attraction for me. When our hands shook, it was 
clear that something else was behind it, but was it what it 
felt like? It felt like two humans touching who hadn’t 
touched anyone for a long, long time. It felt like sex. 

As the night hours passed, my thoughts turned away 
from the possibility of tricks, and more toward Elijah 
himself. If he was what he was hinting to be, gay or 
bisexual, then the man had been an outlaw among the law 
enforcers. How could he have hidden himself from them? 
Surely, the Med-Corps screened carefully when dealing 
with the higher ranking officials. 

As night passed on, more and more questions built in my 
brain until I was a jumble of confusion. There was 
something ahead of me, something mysteriously important. 
I told myself this over and over. Elijah, questions and sex. 
The camps, the hospitals, and what the hell was going on 
outside. 

I forced the thoughts away, the mystery, as my breakfast 
was slid under the door. I would have wait. Wait until 
Elijah made his next move. 

Days passed there was no sign or word from Elijah. 
Nothing had changed at all. I did spot him once as they 
took me out of my cell for recreation, but I kept my head 
low and kept walking. I must have slowed or something 
because as I passed out of his sight, a guard jabbed me in 
the back with his baton. Did Elijah see the jab, I wondered, 
and did it bother him? 

In the yard, I saw Paul again for the first time in months. I 
wondered why they let us have adjoining corridors again. 
This was odd to me, and in the back of my mind, I thought it 
might be Elijah’s doing. After all, he did have ready access 
to my records. Surely there was a written account of Paul’s 
and my conversation all those months back. I concluded as I 
finished my laps that it didn’t really matter. It was just 
another in a series of useless problems with answers to 
come later. Paul waited for me to catch my breath, but I 
could plainly see that he was anxious to speak to me. 
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Then as we stood staring at each other through the 
increasingly filthy plexiglass, Paul’s eyes lit up and he 
smiled wide until I thought his cheeks would rip. 

“I’m getting out.” he said. “I’m HIV negative, my eighth 
year ends this week.” 

I had no idea what to say, but I smiled back at him and 
an overwhelming urge to smash through the wall and hug 
him came over me. “That’s great, Paul.” was all I could 
think to say, then “Congratulations.” 

We both stood there, just grinning like dogs for a while. 
I’d never known anyone who got out before. Not because 
there aren’t those that get out, just that I never spoke to 
anybody but Paul. And now he was leaving. “What are you 
going to do?” I asked. 

He shimmied his head, sort of dancing lightly on his 
heels. I knew he was telling me, ‘who gives a shit! I’m 
free!’ but he said, “Well, I’ve gotten an offer from my 
payroll officer to join MedCorps. The benefits are good, 
pay’s great and they have insurance, but right now I just 
want to get out and see my kids.” he said, then his smile 
and face dropped. 

I moved closer to the glass. I glanced over my shoulder 
to see the guard booth, there was one guard. Elijah. I could 
see his silver stars glimmering. 

I turned back to Paul. “Kids?” 

“Three. Two girls and a boy.” 

“What about your wife...I mean do you—” 

He cut me off. “She’s in too.” 

I knew I’d scare him, but I took a chance. “Paul, tell me. 
Why are you here?” 

His eyes widened to pure horror. Never, they told us, 
never speak of why you were arrested. To them it’s all the 
same as talking about sex. “It’s okay, Paul. Trust me.” 

“He looked hard at me, sort of pulling his head to the 
side. I could tell he was thinking it over. 

“It’s okay.” I repeated. I watched his eyes flash over my 
head in the direction of the look-out booth, then quickly 
back to me. He smirked. I winked back at him. There was 
no telling what he was thinking. Probably that I was the 
guard’s butt boy. It didn’t matter. I’d never see the man 
again, and I wanted him to tell me his story. I don’t know 
why, but I cared and it mattered. 
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He stepped away from the glass the slightest bit and 
looked down at his feet, then he sighed, stepped forward 
and looked right at me. “Eight years ago, my wife and I 
were arrested for having oral sex in our home.” 

That was it. Paul’s story. Sixteen simple words that cut 
deeper than any tragedy I’d ever heard. I wanted to say 
something, but nothing of any consequence would form in 
my brain. I just shook my head, looking away from Paul’s 
eyes. What a stupid world, was the only phrase going 
through my head, over and over, but I couldn’t bring 
myself to say anything. And besides, it was what we all 
thought, I was sure of that. 

Before anything else happened, the whistle signaling our 
time was up sounded, a high piercing whine. I looked back 
up at Paul. He was just standing there with the slightest 
smile on his lips. A smile that said I would be missed, and 
I returned the smile in kind. The other inmates were all 
leaving then and I didn’t want to risk getting Paul or for 
that matter, Elijah into any trouble so I put my hand against 
the dividing glass, pressing my palm firmly. Paul did the 
same. 

“You’ve been a good friend, Stewart.” he said, “I'll miss 
seeing you.” 

And that was that. I never saw Paul again. 

Days, weeks and months passed like storm clouds after 
that day. Elijah hadn’t come by my cell and I found myself 
thinking about him more and more. Sometimes I would see 
him in the corridors, but I did as he told me and never even 
looked his way for more than a second. It was odd. When I 
saw him, my heart would jump just the slightest bit. I 
wondered if I was developing an attraction toward him, or 
maybe I was just lonely, desperate for any human contact. I 
couldn’t tell. My emotions were a vast wasteland that I 
doubt even the finest psychiatrist would be able to 
decipher. 

Sometimes I would find myself angry at Elijah for 
arousing my curiosity then not following through. But I 
didn’t know what was happening in his world and I would 
disperse my anger by telling myself that he knew what he 
was doing. Or so I prayed. 

Four months after the last time I saw Paul it was the 
heart of the coldest winter I could remember for years. The 
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heat in my cell was low and my blankets thin to the point 
of uselessness. On this particular night I was sitting on the 
edge of my bunk, unable to sleep. My mind was blank and 
the room quiet so that I could hear the wind gusting and 
seeping through the cracks of the building. I remember 
being so lost in non-thought that I jumped when the key 
turned in the lock of my cell door. I knew it was Elijah 
even before I saw him. It was the middle of the night, and 
unless I caused some kind of disturbance, which I hadn’t, 
no other guard would come into my cell. 

I stood as he entered and saw that under his arm was a 
bundle wrapped in brown paper and string. I hoped it was a 
warm blanket, or some warm garment, long underwear, 
anything. He placed the package down as he closed the 
door, then turned and removed his gas mask and gloves 
and threw them on the cot. 

“Hello.” he said, and smiled. 

I started to say hello in return but something climbed up 
inside me that I may never be able to describe and I 
stepped toward him and embraced him so hard that I felt 
him gasp ever so little. Then after a moment of shock, arms 
came up from his sides and around my back. He held me 
with the same desperate, loving grip that I remembered 
feeling when I was with Arial. I didn’t want them to, but 
tears came. First from me then from Elijah and our hold on 
each other tightened. I felt his sturdy body convulsing in 
my arms as he fought the tears, then he let it go and I felt 
them soaking through the neck of my shirt. My god, it felt 
so good I can’t begin to tell. There are no words other than 
it felt like freedom. It was so unreal yet remarkably true 
and right. 

Somehow, somewhere along the way, two lost souls had 
found each other and fallen in love. And at that second in 
my cell alone with Elijah I felt the first glimmer of hope 
that I’d felt in six years, perhaps more. 

Inside, my brain scrambled for reason amidst the 
affection and warmth my body was feeling. There was a 
battle being waged against what I had known to be me, 
what I thought to be me, and this sudden surge of emotion 
that I was being washed over by. Could I love a man? I 
never had before, but the answer at that moment seemed 
plain as day, as obvious as night. Yes, I could. And it 
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seemed not only could I, but I very probably did. 

I felt like a child learning to tie my shoe. Everything was 
so familiar yet at the same time completely strange and 
new. Elijah’s arms around me comforted me, even aroused 
me, but still, I was scared. Such a basic thing love, but I 
didn’t know what to do. So I just let go. 


Our hold on each tightened, then as though our thoughts 
were in the hands of the same choreographer, we pulled 
apart. Still, we stood close and for a moment I wondered, a 
little panicked, if a kiss was to follow. But no. As I stared 
into Elijah’s radiant eyes I could see that he was content 
with the embrace and simply looking at me. So was I. His 
expression was calm and soothing and I could see the lines 
that ran from and around the edges of his eyes. His hair 
was black, so black that if it weren’t for the tiny wisps of 
gray emerging above his ears I would have thought it was a 
dye job. It seemed like some time had passed while Elijah 
and I stood there studying each other, but not one moment 
felt wasted. It all seemed part of a process that needed to 
be gone through, experienced. 

I fell into a sort of lazy trance watching him watch me. 
Then as our glances crossed paths I felt the corners of my 
mouth curling into a smile. Elijah also smiled, and stepped 
back the smallest bit. “You amaze me,” he said plainly. 

I’m not completely sure what exactly I did at that point. 
Sort of a weird facial twisting movement combined with a 
shrug. What ever it was, Elijah’s smile grew even wider 
and he let out a boyish chuckle. 

“What?” I asked more or less boggled. 

He composed himself, and wiping his eyes said, “It’s 
just you...” he stumbled over his words a bit, “Your 
smile...In the midst of all this hell, this shit, you can make 
me laugh. Sometimes I think...” 

He stopped. This time it was no stumbling. He didn’t go 
on. 
It was obvious that whatever he was going to say pained 
him. I could see it in the way his smile wavered. I didn’t 
want to push but I couldn’t stand the idea of yet another 
unanswered question. Especially from Elijah. Neither of us 
knew it yet, but he had my heart in his hands. I had to know 
all I could regardless of the pain. We were beyond that. 
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I ran my hand against his upper arm until he looked at 
me again. “Sometimes you think what?” 

He sighed and half turned as he gestured with one hand. 
“Sometimes I think stupid, irrational thoughts. That’s all. 
Please Stewart, I was just caught up in the moment.” 

“You think it’s stupid to believe we can be together.” I 
said hardly believing or for that matter understanding how 
these words came to me. 

He shot a harsh look at me. “I think it’s ridiculous to 
think we can have anything together in this world.” He 
stopped, offering me a weak but much needed smile. 
“Don’t get me wrong. I want to be with you more than I 
can say, and I have ideas about that. But the thing is...” He 
paused again and shifted on his feet. “The thing is Stewart, 
is that there’s no way we could have anything good, equal 
in this place...And outside we’re outlaws, 
criminals...freaks.” 

I narrowed my eyes. In the corner I saw the package 
he’d brought. “What exactly are you getting at?” 

He shifted from side to side again the entire time 
managing to stay within a foot of me, but not touching. 
“Basically we’ve got to get you the fuck out of here.” 


And with those few words I realized just how far things 
had gone, how much further they could go. I saw that no 
matter how bad things got they could always get much 
worse. 


I was frightened. And I knew I was in for one hell of a 
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Steve Niles ’Sleep Always’ is a book length story that has 


been excerpted in part from a graphic novel by Steve Niles 
and John Bolton. The author has agreed to preview part of 
the work, thanks in part to pressure from the editor, for the 


printing of this book. 
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